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Déjà vu

    by NotEvenCloseToStraight

      Summary

      2014: Ilya Rozanov shocks the world and breaks Shane Hollander’s heart by disappearing without explanation, and without a goodbye kiss.

2024: A devastating injury forces Shane to retire early, so he moves to a small town to coach girls hockey and figure out what the hell to do with the rest of his life.

When recently divorced Ilya Rozanov walks into the rink with his twin girls, Shane has to decide if he’s brave enough to risk a second chance on a broken heart, and a rekindled romance with the first and only boy he ever loved.

***

“So.” Ilya cleared his throat. “Should we tell the girls their Daddy and their coach used to date?”

“We didn’t date. We hooked up a few times, then you disappeared.” Shane looked away to hide his heartbreak as he lied, “It doesn’t even matter. It’s not like I loved you or anything.”

“No, of course not.” Ilya tried to smile through a lie of his own, “I didn’t love you either.”



      Notes

        Content Warning: Shane is in a pretty icky place mentally right here at the beginning, and we are right there with him.

Content Warning: Good Dad-of-twin-girls Ilya gives me butterflies and heart palpitations, heads up in case you are also predisposed to butterflies and heart palpitations about Good Dad Characters.
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      Chapter 1: Fine (fucked up, insecure, neurotic, emotional)
  








  “...Welcome back to the 2024 All Star Game. If you’re just joining us, brace yourself before viewing the replay footage, a few minutes ago team captain Shane Hollander took a brutal hit…” 

“...this is really hard to watch, folks. The medics are on the ice, the entire arena is on their feet, it all happened so quickly we're all still in shock. Hollander’s leg is visibly twisted even from our point of view and all the players from both teams are on the ice watching as Hollander is lifted onto the stretcher and carried out…”

When Hayden came to see Shane in the hospital the next day, he held Shane's hand tight and admitted he was having nightmares about how loud Shane screamed when his leg broke in so many places.

Shane pulled his hand away and offered his best friend a small smile and told him it was fine, he was fine, no worries.

*****

“...It’s a cold February night tonight in Montreal, here comes the Metros taking home ice without their Captain leading them, there’s still no word on how long Hollander is supposed to be out recovering…” 

“...well, we know he’s at least out for the season, that injury from the All Star game shattered his leg and just about shredded his knee, I know he’s been in for one surgery so far and I’m sure there will be another one in the near future…” 

The doctor was sorry, really really fucking sorry when he sat down with a pile of x-rays and told Shane another surgery was mandatory if he ever hoped to walk normally again, a third surgery in a year might be necessary if the healing didn’t go the way they hoped.

He didn’t know what to think when Shane flipped through the x-rays silently, stiffly, then shrugged and nodded that it was fine, he’d schedule the next surgery, it was fine. 

*****

“...Game three of the playoffs kicks off tonight, but first some sad news out of Montreal, we’ve received official statements from Shane Hollander’s manager that due to the extent of his injuries after the All Star Game, he won’t be returning to the league…” 

“...A medically necessary early retirement is the worst thing for a player like Hollander, talk about being cut down in his prime. There’s a chance in a couple years he can work his way back to playing, but he’ll never take the ice again as 'Shane Hollander super star', and for a guy like that, coming back as ‘less than’ is worse than never coming back at all…” 

Yuna Hollander sat in her office crying for hours trying to draft the official statement announcing Shane Hollander’s retirement at the devastatingly young age of only thirty-three.

She went back to her office and cried all over again when Shane read it through without blinking and told her it was fine. 

*****

“... it’s been seven almost eight months since Shane Hollander's injury and no one’s seen him since. He skipped attending the playoffs, he didn’t show for the awards banquet in Vegas, it’s like he disappeared right into thin air. You know it sort of reminds me of when Rozanov up and quit back in 2014, you remember…” 

“... Ilya Rozanov, now that’s a name I haven’t heard in years. One day that kid had the whole world at his feet, won the Cup, swept the awards, was ready to redefine what we considered greatness, but next thing he was just gone…” 

“... He and Hollander had such a crazy rivalry too. Ten years ago, you couldn’t talk about hockey without mentioning one of those kids, but now Rozanov is barely a footnote in Boston’s legacy and there’s already a handful of rookies working to erase Hollander's name from the record books…” 

“...That’s the thing about competing at this level, though. You’re either bringing home the glory, or the world moves on and leaves you behind in obscurity…” 

One warm day in July, Shane packed up his car and drove his shattered leg, his crippling depression, and all the pain festering rotting in his soul up the highway until he landed in a small town about two hours north of absolutely nowhere. 

The world moved on.

Shane Hollander disappeared.

It was absolutely fucking fine. 

****** 

Montbonne, Ontario

August 2024

“Sorry about that, Mr. Hollander.” the bartender grabbed the remote and muted the closest TV when the announcers started talking about the injury again, showing replays of the game from January and cutting to clips of Shane being carried off the ice, loaded into the waiting ambulance. “This channel plays all day even in the off season, but I know it can’t be easy to watch, not when they’re doing hours of replay reels from last season and talking about you getting hurt.” 

“Don’t worry about it, it’s fine.” It wasn’t fine, actually. The very last thing Shane wanted to hear while trying to drink his beer was commentators chatting so goddamn casually about the extent of his injury and how quickly he’d been forgotten by the hockey world and how fast his spot on the Metros had been filled. 

It wasn’t fine actually, especially when they acted as if Shane taking a bad hit and shattering his leg, ending his career and ruining his goddamn life was in any way the same as Rozanov dropping off the face of the earth ten years ago, forfeiting his Boston contract and leaving Shane behind with a broken–

Nope. No no nooo Shane wasn’t going down that road, no.

It’s fine.” he forced a smile, forced a nonchalant shrug, and went back to sipping his beer, because it wasn’t fucking fine actually, but it also didn’t really matter anymore, so whatever. 

Whatever. 

“It's just Shane, by the way.” he picked at the label on the bottle, peeling away the adhesive in thin, curling strips. “You don’t have to uh– I mean, no one calls me Mr. Hollander. I just go by Hollander. Or you know. Shane.” 

“Alright then. Shane.” The bartender was nice. Good looking even, in a soft sorta buttoned up way that contrasted wildly with the tacky, kitchy decor of the bar. He was older than Shane but not enough to matter, he wore round glasses and kept his beard tidily short, he had a quick smile and an easy laugh and if Shane would've looked up from his melancholy, solitary beer to notice, he would have noticed the bartender certainly noticing him. 

Shane didn’t look up from his beer though. He picked at the label, sipped the drink, and tried not to grimace at the too warm, too flat taste. It wasn’t the bartender’s fault for giving him a gross beer, the beer wasn't actually gross, the issue was that Shane had walked into the bar and asked for a beer an hour ago but hadn’t gotten through more than half of it since. He hadn’t even wanted a beer, he’d only wanted a place to sit, he hadn’t actually wanted to be in the bar, he just didn’t want to be out at the cabin facing another night of endlessly blank hours alone. 

The beer was warm and flat, the bar shockingly tacky in that comfortably small town way, the bartender was nice and would have been nicer, if Shane bothered to notice the interest and maybe smile in return. And no, Shane didn’t want to hear the announcers and commentators talk about how fast he was going to be replaced now that he was medically retired, but hey, anything was better than sitting by himself in the half renovated, wholly miserable, too spaciously empty cabin buried in the woods at the edge of a lake clear at the end of a bumpy road, so whatever.

When Shane’s parents had suggested he vacation for a while and clear his head, when Shane’s therapist suggested he get away from the city, the noise, and the constant reminders that his life had been forcibly and irrevocably changed, they probably hadn’t meant for Shane to sell the Montreal house and relocate disappearing somewhere North to a tiny town that was barely on the map, but here he was anyway, so whatever. 

What the fuck ever. 

“Are you hungry?” The bartender asked then, leaning over the squeaky clean bar top and offering one of those slow, easy smiles Shane never seemed to catch. “Or do you want another beer?” 

“No. No thanks. I’m good.” Shane gave up on the beer and pushed it away, pulled out his wallet and put a couple bills down for the drink, then put a couple more bills into the tip jar. “I'm gonna get back to the cabin. Thanks uh–” 

“Jacob.” he supplied helpfully, and Shane nodded jerkily, “Thanks, Jacob.”

“You’ve been here a month now, right? How are you settling in?” Jacob’s mouth turned down into a sympathetic frown when Shane had to take a deep breath and visibly brace himself before sliding off the stool and standing up straight. “Shit. You alright?” 

Everyone knew what had happened to Shane Hollander, the hit and the surgeries, the screws and plates and rods required to put his left leg and knee back together, everyone knew about the medically required retirement, but Jacob still lowered his voice offering a semblance of privacy when he asked, “Still hurts real bad, huh?”

“Hurts like a bitch, yeah.” Shane rubbed his mouth trying to hide a grimace when everything screwed together busted about his leg and knee twinged sticking stiff, and pretended he didn’t see the bartender’s– Jacob’s– sympathetic head tilt. “Have a nice day.” 

“You know.” Jacob spoke up as Shane turned to limp his way to the door. “If you come back in around eight tonight, a bunch of people come around to hang out. We do trivia, play some games, I've got darts, pool, and I hook up the karaoke machine. It's a good time."

“Most of the fellas are assholes, but some of us aren’t so bad.” He raised his eyebrows hopefully, gave Shane another one of those slow, coaxing sort of smiles. “The girls are a whole other story, of course. You’re fresh meat and they’ll try to eat you alive, but I’ll tell them to take it easy on you since you’re new and all.” 

“Thanks, but no thanks.” At no point in his life had Shane been interested in what sounded like a singles mixer, but at this specific point in his life, Shane definitely wasn't interested in meeting a whole room full of people who were going to take it easy on him, who were gonna feel sorry for him.

He didn’t want sympathy. He didn’t want condolences. After eight months, Shane was done with people being nice cos they felt sorry for him, he’d really rather someone show up and be a goddamn asshole to him at this point, fuck. 

Everyone who signed the Get Well Soon card at the hospital had been sorry. The doctor had been sorry telling Shane it was going to be at least two surgeries to recover, then the odds of him being able to play again at any sort of comparable level were still slim to none. The physical therapist had been sorry when Shane sat there and sobbed cos climbing stairs was too painfully impossible. The announcers were sorry talking about wasted potential and talent gone down the drain. His mom had been sorry drafting the press release about his retirement and his Dad was sorry all the times he’d sat beside Shane in silence when the days stretched long and the nights stretched longer and Shane had started to sink into that ugly, numb spiral where nothing fucking mattered anymore.  

…The real estate agent who’d given Shane the keys to the fixer upper cabin at the end of a long road, tucked into the dark woods and at the edge of a frigid lake had sure been sorry clicking her tongue and shaking her head.  What a tragedy for such a young man to have his future taken away, she could scarcely believe it. Hopefully Shane found healing and hope while renovating the place, sometimes what seemed like the end of the world was actually a second chance, a blessing in disguise…

Sorry sorry sorry. Everyone was sorry sorry sorry. Shane had uprooted his life and moved to Montbonne so he could suffer in silence and solitude, but everyone was still so goddamn sorry, some days he thought about driving his car right into the lake so they’d all shut the fuck up about it. 

He didn’t do that though. Didn’t drive into the lake. Hadn’t done it that morning or last night or any morning or night since arriving in Montbonne at the end of July. 

Instead, Shane got up every day and struggled through a morning routine of stretching and yoga to try and maintain a minimal amount of movement in his wrecked body. He ate a balanced, carefully calorie counted meal to counter his embarrassing, frustrating lack of physical activity. He picked a project out of the hundreds that needed done around the cabin and forced himself through it. Lunch. A chapter or two out of the stack of useless self help books he kept on the side table. Yoga and stretching again. His nightly dinner was more often than not just a beer drank slowly while he stared unseeing out the windows at the forest and the lake, then Shane went to bed early because he had nothing else to do. 

He was early to rise because he never really slept. Twice weekly into town for minimum mandatory groceries and a single drink at Jacob’s place so he could lie to his Mom and therapist and tell them he was socializing. 

Some days Shane didn’t get out of bed cos his body hurt too much. Some nights he never went to bed because the hiss and whisper of failure and useless and pointless never shut up in his head. Most days Shane made it through from sunrise to sunset and called it coping because at least he hadn’t driven his fucking car into the fucking lake yet, right? 

Right. 

He was fine. 

“Oh Mr. Hollander!” 

Montbonne was a small town, a quiet town, exactly the sort of town that was exactly the sort of place for someone famous to disappear nowhere. Everyone Shane had met was kind, if not a smidge aggravatingly polite, they were thrilled to have a celebrity shopping at their grocery store but comfortingly nonchalant about his career and injury. Shane would bet good money he was the topic of gossip at any number of book clubs and group chats, but he’d bet the same good money that not a single soul outside the town knew he’d moved in because no one in Montbonne would open their mouth and blab and he really appreciated that. 

Community afforded anonymity after so spotlighted a rise to fame and so public a fall was an oddly soothing blessing, an insulating comfort, and it was the reminder of just how nice and accepting and unobtrusive everyone was that made Shane slow down on the way to his car and turn with at least half a smile towards the woman hurrying his way. 

“Mr. Hollander!” It was Rachel…something. Rachel something hurrying towards Shane in an eye catching, neon purple coat, her big sparkly earrings glittering in the light and a litany of bracelets jangling on her arm. “Oh hi! So sorry to bother you!” 

“Uh no, it’s fine.” It wasn’t fine but it was more fine than listening to the announcers talk about him on the TV, so Shane made a conscious effort to re-arrange his face into something pleasant and tried for another smile. “You're...Rachel, right?” she beamed when he remembered her name and Shane nodded, “Rachel. Yeah. What can I do for you?” 

“Well, it’s a big ask and I don't want to overwhelm you.” Rachel raised rather thinly tweezed eyebrows and patted his arm a few times, “But how do you feel about stepping in to coach our little girls team for a few weeks?” 

“Coaching.” Shane repeated blankly, then clarified less blankly and with an audible tinge of panic, “Hockey? You want me to coach hockey?” 

“Here’s the thing.” Rachel launched into an explanation about the long time coach and some sort of health condition, how the team was mostly for fun and nothing too serious but they did manage a handful of games and needed someone holding the whistle, how most of the girls were downright darlings and the U9 division was just fun, seven and eight year olds were just fun and oh wouldn’t it be amazing for them to get even a few weeks of coaching from someone like the Shane Hollander, the older divisions would be so jealous, didn’t it sound like fun?

“Only for a few weeks.” she finished in a rush. “I’m sure it won’t be past school starting in September. Won’t be much of a big deal at all, hm? Help the little ones with some drills and stick handling, that sort of thing?” 

“Um.” Coaching meant getting on the ice. Shane hadn’t been on the ice since he’d been carried via stretcher off the ice. He didn’t even look at the Montbonne community rink when he drove past on his way to get twice weekly groceries. “I don’t um–” 

“We can’t pay much.” Rachel added apologetically. “In fact, Coach Keeso has always volunteered to do it, his daughter and granddaughter played for so long, I think he didn’t want to see the division close for lack of help and I know he’d appreciate it so so much if you would step in while he's–” 

“Rachel.” Shane cut in. “It's not about the money. I don’t need money.” 

The words came out gruffer than he intended, and he shook his head. “What I mean to say is…yes.” 

Wait. No. Shane hadn’t meant to say yes, he was pretty goddamn sure he’d meant to say no. 

No, he wasn’t going to get on the ice for the first time in months to teach some gremlin kids how to skate, no he wasn’t going to put himself out there into the community in a high profile, high attention gathering position when all he wanted to do was disappear, no Shane had no intention of digging himself out of his miserable little rut to fake a smile and force a good attitude and impart high level advice on seven and eight year olds who probably still picked their noses. 

But for some goddamn reason, he said, “Yes.” and huffed a little laugh, “Yeah. I guess. Uh, sure. Coaching. I could probably do that.” 

“That’s amazing!” Rachel clapped her hands in glee. “I honestly wasn’t sure if you’d say yes! We’ve got a couple other boys in town who used to be real good at hockey who I was going to ask if you said no, but this is so great! Thank you!” 

“I am just as surprised by my answer as you are.” Shane had really really meant to say no. But yes felt unexpectedly right and felt confusingly better the longer he thought about it, and maybe— maybe coaching could be something to do with people who weren’t sympathetic pitying sorry sorry sorry for Shane and he needed that, he needed that, fuck.

“Okay.” Hayden’s twins had been downright menaces bullying each other and any one unfortunate enough to end up in their orbit when they were seven and eight, but Shane had handled them pretty well, so coaching was probably gonna be okay too, right? “When’s the first practice?” 

“Tomorrow.” Rachel supplied promptly and Shane hesitated, “Oh. Shit. Tomorrow?” 

“You know where the rink is.” Rachel was back to talking fast, hurrying through her sentences like she didn’t want to give Shane even a split second to reconsider or change his mind. “I’m on my way there right now to print the sign up forms for the parents, you can hop in with me if you like and I’ll get your keys!”

“I can drive myself, I know where it is.” Shane probably needed to talk to his therapist about how he never ever even looked at the ice rink when he drove past, how he purposefully turned his head and hunched his shoulders and avoided seeing it in his peripherals, but that was a problem for later. “I’ll uh— see you there?”

“So excited about this!” She gushed and Shane tried to smile again, “Yep. Me too.” 
Fuck.
*****

The Montbonne community ice rink was familiar the way all ice rinks were familiar. 

The Olympic facilities were all big and beautiful and stunning, the home arena in Montreal was aesthetically pleasing and well designed, but every single rink from the smallest of community centers to the largest of stadiums was the same in an achingly familiar way that meant the very second Shane pushed through the doors and took a deep breath, he was quite suddenly home. 

And oh fuck, it hurt. 

“Damn it.” Shane almost turned around and left. He almost ran to the trash can and threw up. His knee twinged more painful than it had in weeks, his leg felt like it was suddenly on fire, his ribs tweaked weird like they were still busted-- it was psychosomatic. Shane was smart enough, informed enough, aware enough to realize the pain rocketing through his body was psychosomatic, a physical response to mental and emotional trauma, an over the top stress reaction to all the shit he hadn’t bothered to process and cope with and heal from after his accident, he knew it was all psychosomatic. 

Knowing it was ninety-nine percent in his head didn’t make it any easier, though. Shane still had to plant his feet and cover his face with both hands and breathe through the way it fucking hurt right down to his bones to stand in the rink any rink and be home the way the rink any rink had always been home.

“Damn it.” He rubbed his mouth, his chin, at his chest and at his heart when his skin constricted tight and hot and itchy. “Okay. Okay okay okay. Get it together. Get it together.” 

The Montbonne community ice rink was generically familiar the way all ice rinks were generically familiar and first, Shane damn near crumpled beneath the beginnings of a panic attack, but after a scary few minutes he managed to straighten up and breathe. Managed to unclench his fists and shake his arms loose. Managed to take a step, a step, another step until he was walking and only limping a little bit making his way towards the locker rooms, the bleachers, the boards and bright lights and palpable chill of the ice. 

Okay okay okay. He was fine. 

“Be careful out there in your shoes!” Rachel called from the second level office, waving down at him cheerfully. “Don’t want to risk a fall!” 

She didn’t mean anything by it. There wasn’t a malicious note in her voice or in her wide smile and cheerful countenance, but the words still stung, and Shane still hesitated hesitated before stepping onto the ice in his sneakers and shuffling his way slowly, carefully along the red line to center ice. 

Home. Shane hadn’t ever been inside the Montbonne community ice rink, but it was still familiar and recognizable and home, and all at once, Shane realized he missed being on the ice.

The air was crisp and cold, smelling faintly of sweat and gear and refrigerant, concession stand foods and zamboni fuel and rubber mats. The blue lines were dark and the creases sharp, the boards dinged and dented and scuffed from hundreds of sticks and thousands of skates. The bleachers rose high on every side, the lights were bright and the scoreboard dark, and Shane put his hands in his pockets and tilted his head back, closed his eyes and dropped his shoulders and breathed it all in cos he missed it. 

And oh fuck it hurt… but standing in the unassuming little rink in the middle of the nowhere town somehow hurt a lot less than Shane had been terrified it would, so okay. Maybe he could actually, honestly, do this. 

“Mr. Hollander!” Rachel waved him back over to the benches, her hands full of paperwork. “Here you go, I’ve got everything you need right here. These top papers are yours to sign, then I’ve got all the information for the kids on the team, contact info for their parents, medical releases… um…” 

She frowned, sorting through the mess as best she could on the narrow boards. “Oh shoot, I think I forgot some of it in the office. Hold tight, two seconds, I’ll be right back. My Dad did this for years, you know and my Mom always helped him and now I’m supposed to do it all…” 

She kept talking as she hurried back up the stairs to the office, rambling about how her Dad had been the high school coach for thirty years, how her Mom had taught English until retirement, how they’d run the hockey league for years but back then Montbonne had been a downright tiny town, less age divisions and certainly not an adult league and oh mercy, it was three times the job now what with the bowling alley and arcade built right next door to the rink and everyone expected her to handle it all, it just about too much for her these days, it really was. 

Shane only listened enough to be polite. He was more focused on sifting through the stack of paperwork to figure out what he needed to fill out, and wondering why so many forms were necessary for an interim volunteer coach for U9 girls hockey in a town with less than ten thousand people. 

Under all the apparently necessary forms for Shane was a stapled, paper clipped, and highlighted pamphlet detailing the rules, regulations, and expectations for the U9 division. There was a roster of the seven and eight year old girls who had already signed up for the season, a penciled in and slightly scribbled spreadsheet with phone numbers and emails, and a list of skate sizes with question marks next to a handful of names, asterisks at some of the other names, checkmarks only next to two. 

“What’s this?” Shane held up the list once Rachel reappeared. “With the asterisks and question marks?” 

“Oh!” she was huffing and puffing after running up and down the stairs, and she chuckled through a wheezy gasp. “One of our parents buys skates every year for the team, so we keep a running tally of sizes to make sure everyone gets the right ones. Question marks mean we need an updated size cos the kiddos are either new to the age group or they went through a growth spurt, asterisks are families with younger siblings who could use the outgrown skates instead of us donating them to the second hand gear store, checkmarks mean we already have up to date information.” 

“New skates for the kids every year? Someone local does that?” Shane ran his finger down the list, tapping the only two names with checkmarks. “The Vetrova siblings are the only ones marked off. Is it their parents who donate the skates?” 

“Well, I can’t technically come right out and say it, since the donor prefers to remain anonymous.” Rachel winked playfully conspiratorially at him. “But I’m sure you’ll figure it out pretty quickly once you meet their Dad. He used to play, you know. He’s been retired for years and years now, but he’s got loads of money and as soon as his girls started playing, all the sudden the team was getting new skates every year. We all pretend we don’t know it’s him.” 

“Huh. Vetrova.” Shane didn’t recognize the last name, but if the guy had been retired for years, he might have been gone well before Shane had been drafted, hell he could have made his money playing in the European leagues or any number or not-quite MLH but still goddamn good leagues that had cropped up all over the place. 

It didn’t matter. Shane didn’t particularly care. But he did want to know, “So this guy buys skates for all the kids? The whole rec league? What about the highschool team?” 

“Oh heavens no.” Rachel shook her head quickly, her large beaded earrings tinkling. “No no, just for this age group. Or rather, whichever age group his girls are in. And you know, it’s so helpful? We aren’t a particularly affluent community and sometimes even when parents are doing fine financially, having to buy new skates every year for multiple children when the kiddos grow so fast at this age can get expensive. Sometimes the difference between a kiddo getting to play comes down to whether or not their parents can afford a decent pair of skates, and that makes me real sad.” 

“Yeah. No. That’s um–” Shane had never had to worry about the cost of new skates. New gear. He’d never worried if his parents had the money to travel for tournaments or pay for the extra ice time and lessons to help shape his natural talent into the skill that had made him a powerhouse. Shane hated to admit it, but he didn’t know if he’d ever once thought about how other, less fortunate kids managed to play year after year and knowing this Vetrova guy had a more grounded point of view about it all made Shane stop and think. 

Huh. 

“What about new sticks, tape, extra pads, bags, all of that?” he asked thoughtfully, and Rachel shrugged, “That’s up to the parents. The rest of the age groups are partially subsidized with grants, and of course the high school team does fundraising to help offset their costs.” 

“Right. Sure.” Shane thought about all the money he’d earned over his career that was sitting in the bank, the rental income from his multiple properties that was invested and earning dividends he’d never spend, the savings account that had been meant for a lavish waterfront retirement cottage at his family’s lake but had never been touched because he'd never slowed down enough to actually get the damn cottage built.

And he thought huh about the Vetrova guy buying skates for the girls team, thought huh about how much good he could do for the small community with a phone call and a check. Thought maybe his therapist and his Mom would be thrilled about it, and maybe his Dad would smile until his eyes crinkled and tell him ‘good job son’ and maybe it would be a thing that helped Shane feel connected and concrete and committed to something instead of drifting and lost and drowning all the damn time. 

Huh. 

“Okay. Um.” Shane’s mind was already racing, running numbers and thinking through logistics and it felt good, felt normal, felt like him to be making a plan and thinking about a future and Shane couldn’t help a small smile. “Okay. Anything else I should know? Anything else I need to do before tomorrow?” 

“The parents are waiting for a text in the team chat.” Rachel waved her phone at him. “Ever since Coach Keeso took a break for his medical stuff, we weren’t sure if there would be a coach at all and without a coach, the girls wouldn’t have a team. So I could text and let them know we’re all on for practice tomorrow, or if you want to text and introduce yourself…?” 

She let the sentence trail off and Shane nodded right away, agreeing and speaking up and moving forward with the whole insane thing cos his heart was saying yes before his over anxious brain caught up enough to tell him no. 

“I can do that.” Nod. “I’ll text and introduce myself and uh– work through the list so I can check off who needs new skates and all that. Yeah.” 

“Fantastic!” Rachel lit up beaming again, then grabbed his arm in another friendly squeeze. “Is it a relief to finally be back on the ice after your injury? You must have missed it so much!”  

“Uh.” Rachel didn’t mean anything by it. She wasn’t being malicious in the slightest. The question still stung a little, still hurt a little, still prickled at Shane’s skin and tightened at his chest and made his next breath labored a little. 

“Well.” He swallowed. “I don’t want to throw up about it. So. You know. That's good.” 

“Ah.” Rachel’s mega watt smile dimmed a few notches uncertainly, and her laugh was a hint strained. “Well, that’s something then, isn’t it?” 

“It’s certainly something.” The very corner of Shane’s mouth tilted in a tiny smile. “I’m gonna go get started on the group chat.”

“Here’s your keys!” Visibly grateful for the change in topic, Rachel pulled a stretchy, scrunchy band off her wrist and handed the attached keys over. “And the most important coaching gear, your whistle! You can take all those papers home if you want, or you could just use the office by the locker rooms.” 

She pointed to a tiny box of an office tucked between the locker rooms. “No one else uses it. The highschool coach is in charge of the older kids rec league too, so he works out of the school, and all the other coaches are parent volunteers so they do their stuff at home. If you want to set up shop there, feel free. Otherwise call me if you need anything?” 

“I’ll use the office.” it was a dismal looking space, a big window covered in cracked and dusty blinds, a door sitting a few inches ajar and hanging slightly crooked, but Shane could see a desk and chair inside, and that would be marginally more comfortable against his busted knee and sore leg than the cold bleachers. “It’ll be fine for now. Thanks.” 

“Okay dokey!” Rachel waggled her fingers in a cheerful wave and spun around in a cloud of floral perfume and jingle-y jewelry to get back to whatever all important paperwork was waiting at her desk, leaving Shane alone by the ice with the stack of paperwork, a whistle, and a helluva lot to do if he was going to make even a half competent showing as a temporary coach for the girls team. 

“Here we go.” 

The office hadn’t been used in ages. The rickety swivel chair had exactly zero lumbar support, a broken height adjuster and wobbled alarmingly loose when Shane sat gingerly onto the dusty seat. The boxy computer on the utilitarian desk was at least a decade past software update, the calendar on the wall was three years old and the carpet was some indecipherable shade of brown.

It was not great. Shane sort of loved it anyway. The messy abandoned office felt like potential the way the half renovated cabin by the lake felt like potential and the whistle felt like potential and holy shit, potential after so many months of feeling defeated was downright amazing. 

“Here we go.” Shane said again to the dusty, empty office and that time, he meant it. He spread the paperwork out on the desk got to work, clicking the pen a few times before scribbling in all the required lines and boxes on his forms, then moving on to organizing the paperwork for the girls and parents. 

First personal and medical information sheets, Shane would need to make more copies so he had enough for all the kids. Then the list of names and skate sizes, Shane found paper in one of the desk drawers and sketched a grid on a blank piece so he could convert the information into his type of overly detailed spreadsheet.

The names were arranged in alphabetical order, their ages in the next column and their gear or skate size in the column after. Shane added a column for any listed siblings, noted if it was their first or second year playing in the age group, and read through all the available information so he could mark down if any of the kids had certain positions they preferred to play or if there were any stand outs for specific skills. 

The contact sheet for parents was a mess, addresses scribbled out and written through if a family had moved, asterisks and arrows connecting kids who carpooled since their emergency contact included not only their own parents but the adults who drove them. Some of the kids had a guardian's name rather than a parent's name listed by their phone number, one had a highlighted note in all caps declaring her dad wasn’t allowed to pick her up from practice or games, parentheses that only explained ‘custody issue’ and Shane frowned at that one, frowned and circled it a few times so he remembered to be extra careful with whatever that situation was. 

Another spreadsheet. He’d have to make a nice one once he got back to the cabin and onto his computer, but a hand drawn graph to quickly organize the contact sheet meant Shane could text his way down the list without giving himself a headache from the mish mash of different handwriting, scribbles, corrections and marker dots on the one Rachel had provided. 

“Bailey.” he mumbled as he added her parents number to a group chat. “Nychele. Rebekah. Amanda.” there were thirteen girls signed up for the team, but only one set of siblings and he tapped their names thoughtfully, “Mariya and Nadya Vetrova…” before starting to type in the number next to their names. 

Shane got through seven of the ten digits before his phone recognized the number from his contacts and tried to auto finish it for him as Lily. 

“What the fuck?” Shane stopped. Blinked. “No, that’s not–- I must have read it wrong.” 

He deleted what he’d typed and tried again, brow furrowed concentrating to make sure he got it right, because obviously he’d written it down wrong, obviously he’d put it in his phone wrong, obviously something was wrong. 

It was a Boston number. 857 area code. Shane’s phone had the number already saved under an existing contact, and auto finished the entry to Lily. 

“Nope.” Shane said out loud to himself, to the empty office, to whatever corner of the universe was clearly playing a sick joke on him. “No fucking way.” 

One more time. Shane tried one more time, reading off of Rachel’s paperwork instead of his own rewritten copy. Double checking the contact sheet and his phone screen before punching in every single digit. Saying each number out loud so he was seeing it, saying it, typing it, making sure he got it right. 

It was a moot point, and he knew it. A waste of effort and Shane hated it. A useless fact-checking triple-checking effort because despite the stomach churning denial and nausea gathering at the back of his throat, Shane knew full fucking well his phone was just going to auto-fill in Lily again and he knew full fucking well his phone would be right about it, because he’d had that particular phone number and those particular digits memorized for years. 

Lily. 

“Fuck.” Shane put the phone down and covered his face with both hands. “Oh fuck.” 

There was no existing text chain in Shane’s phone under ‘Lily’. No saved messages. Once upon a time there’d been hundreds, maybe thousands of texts under that name, but Shane had deleted all of the original messages years ago. The occasional texts he'd sent when he’d been weak and lonely and missing the very real person behind the stupid fake name had always been deleted once he woke up the next morning, or calmed down from his anxiety, or got together enough to scold himself to grow the hell up. 

Lily hadn’t responded to a text in ten years. Not the half heartbroken, “We didn’t even kiss.” Not the uncertain, “Where the hell did you go?” Not the drunk on rum-heavy egg nog, “Merry Christmas, asshole. I wish I didn’t fucking miss you.”

Lily hasn’t responded to a single text in ten years and Shane stared down at the number listed as the contact info for Mariya and Nadya Vetrova and told himself it was a coincidence. Told himself it was just a weird, random thing. 

It had been ten years so surely, Lily’s number was someone else’s number by now. No one had ever responded to Shane’s attempts at reaching out, but surely someone else had been given the Boston based number. Mr or Mrs parental figure of the Vetrova siblings had probably rolled their eyes at the infrequent, often embarrassingly emotional texts from Shane’s phone and moved on with their day, surely. 

“You’re being a fucking idiot.” Shane told himself when his heart started racing and his vision started pinpointing, when the air started feeling soupy thick and his next inhale was strained and he could feel the weight of a panic attack hovering right above his shoulders. “Stop. Just stop it. You’re being insane, get over it. Get over it.” 

His therapist always said he needed to be gentle with himself in the hard moments, but Shane had already survived this long in life by white knuckling bullying himself through the bad days, he wasn’t about to give himself the chance to gently process and end up freaking the fuck out in the dingy office on a small town community ice rink, no. 

Nope. “Come on, Hollander.” he pried his eyes back open and forcefully unclenched his fists, breathed breathed breathed gulped until he got enough air and his lungs stopped hurting. “Come on. You’re being stupid, this is stupid, cut it out. You’re fine. You are fine.” 

Shane was fine. He let his phone auto finish the Boston based number, jotted a note to ask for first names from all the parents so he could change the Lily contact to whoever it actually was, then sent out a politely informative, stiffly professional group text to everyone on the list: 

From Coach Hollander: Hi parents and guardians of the Montbonne U9 girls hockey team. My name is Shane Hollander and I am the temporary coach until Coach Keeso gets back and can take over again. 

From Coach Hollander: Our first practice is scheduled from ten am to eleven am tomorrow. The players don’t need to be in full gear, my goal for tomorrow is to get all pertinent paperwork filled out and/or updated, and to get to know the team. 

From Coach Hollander: I am looking forward to helping out for a few weeks. Please let me know if you have any questions. 

“It’s just a weird coincidence.” Shane muttered as his phone started blinging with notifications almost immediately as the parents replied thrilled to know there was actually a coach for their little team, thrilled to have a legend like Shane Hollander working with their girls, thrilled to meet him and officially welcome him to the community. 

“Just a weird fucking coincidence.” Shane scrolled through the replies and made notes on his spreadsheet for anyone who listed their name, for one mother who wouldn't make it to practice but wanted to make sure he had her updated address and kids skate sizes, for the Dad who managed the grocery store and volunteered to bring snacks and drinks to kick off the season. “I gotta stop freaking out for no goddamn reason all the time. It’s fine.” 

It was fine. 

****

Montbonne

East End

The East End neighborhood tucked into the foothills on the far end of Montbonne was one of the oldest subdivisions in the little town. The homes were dated but the lots generously sized, the streets wide and sidewalks well maintained. The hills buffered the worst of the weather, it was far enough from town to avoid most of the traffic, and the families who lived there tended to be nice without being nosy, neighborly without being intrusive. 

The houses were set back from the streets by long driveways, sheltered from view by towering trees and a community wide agreement that good fences made for good neighbors, and other than the generally agreeable sound of kids playing in their yards or at the nearby park and the daily visit from assorted delivery drivers and mail carriers, the entire neighborhood was private and quiet and calm. 

The Vetrova/Rozanov house at the end of the street was also private and quiet and calm, and that was exactly the way Ilya Rozanov liked it. 

Or rather, the Vetrova/Rozanov house at the end of the street was usually private and quiet and calm, and on the days when it wasn’t, Ilya Rozanov always wondered if he’d go prematurely gray from just how un-private and not quiet and stressfully opposite of calm it all was. 

“Mariya! Nadya!” Ilya wrestled two heavy suitcases through the front door of their house and bellowed, “Girls! Get back down here and get bags out of car!” 

“We had to check on our room, Daddy!” came one voice from up the stairs, followed very quickly by a quieter but no less stubborn, “My st-stuffed animals mmmissed me!” 

“Your room has not changed in six weeks!” he denied. “And your stuffed animals will wait until you are unpacked. Down here! Pryamo seychas!” 

Mariya came down the stairs first, thumping and jumping and landing with a thud, her curly hair haloing out frizzy around her head because she’d ditched the tidy braid and constricting hair ties the very second she walked through the door. Nadya was next, always a half step behind her twin sister and always a notch quieter, her hair still more or less presentable and a stuffed tiger clutched tightly in her arms. 

“Give me Boris.” Ilya held out his hand for the tiger, snapping his fingers impatiently. “Go get your bags. If you are big enough to fly international, you are big enough to unpack by yourself. Let’s go.” 

“Deduskha wouldn’t make us unpack our own bags.” Mariya scowled at her Dad, levelling every bit of her seven years of sass into the baleful expression. “Neither would Mama.” 

“Your Mama is a control freak who would color code your clothes in the laundry machine and your grandfather would throw clothes away and buy new ones to spoil you, yes.” Ilya ignored a burst of laughter from his earbuds and pointed out the door towards the car, “Too bad you live with me and I do not like you. Go.” 

“You l-like us, Daddy.” Nadya informed him as she followed Mariya to the car. “Don’t lie.” 

“Damn those girls.” Ilya tucked Boris the stuffed tiger under his arm and started dragging the suitcases down the hall to the master bedrooms. “Sveta, stop laughing.” he ordered Svetlana, but on the other end of the phone, she only laughed harder. “This is your fault. You and your Dad spoil the girls all summer, then send them home rotten.” 

“Oh please, summer vacations are meant for spoiling.” she said through her chuckles. “If you weren’t such a strict parent during the school year, the summers wouldn’t be so chaotic.” 

“If you were single parent to feral girls, you would be strict too.” Ilya hefted one of the suitcases onto his king sized bed. “Bozhe moy, why did I let your Dad buy the girls so many things, we came home with a whole extra suitcase only for new toys and clothes.” 

“You cannot fault Dad for spoiling his only grandchildren.” Svetlana scolded and Ilya retorted peevishly, “I can and will.” 

During the school year, Ilya ran his household like a well oiled machine, complete with organized schedules and rotating chore charts, a hook and hangar and cubby for everything from coats to backpacks to toys, a well stocked pantry and highly efficient laundry set up, outdoor cameras for safety’s sake and a multitude of blankets and stuffed animals for comforts sake, and he watched over it all with the sort of sternly adoring parenting required for a single dad of twin girls to make it through the days without long his sanity. 

However August meant the end of summer, meant returning home after six weeks in Russia where the girls had been catered to by their Mama and spoiled to the point of actual rottenness by their wealthy Grandfather.  August meant the easy days of sunshine and few responsibilities were traded for the rush of getting ready for school, the hectic sprint to start the new hockey season, the forever frustrating endeavor of wrangling kids back into a well orchestrated routine, and for the few days of readjustment between wild summers and productive, constructive winters, Ilya always wondered half hysterically if he really would pull all his hair out from sheer frustration.

Svetlana laughing at him about it didn’t help.

“Next summer, you come to Montbonne and get girls back in their schedule.” Ilya decided flatly. “I need vacation from vacation. Two weeks at spa and health retreat to decompress from living with your Dad and surviving twenty hour flight with twins.” 

“How was the flight?” Svetlana wanted to know, but when Ilya switched to FaceTime and propped his phone up on the pillows, she clicked her tongue and smiled at him, “Oh hullo there, love.” 

“Hello, beautiful.” Ilya tapped his lips twice miming blowing a kiss to her. “Flight was fine. Mariya slept the whole time except for food and Nadya drew for most of it. She filled the new sketchbook you got her.” 

“With what?”

“The most unflattering cartoons of other passengers.” Ilya rummaged through his carryon to grab the sketchbook and show Svetlana one of the pictures. She burst out laughing at the comically overly wrinkled baby and he grinned, “Yes. Your daughter draws like political cartoon, tiny details made big, facial features extra noticeable. She is very talented, but would be rude if anyone saw their portrait from her.” 

“Oh I dunno, Dad framed the one she did of him, and his ears are almost elephant sized in that one.” Svetlana was already in her pajamas in the Boston apartment and the phone shifted as she lounged back on her bed to keep talking. “If you bring them to the city for fall break, we will take her to Museum of Fine Arts. She is old enough to enjoy it, I think.” 

“You will have to keep Mariya on a leash to not break the valuables.” Ilya snorted and Svetlana smiled fondly, “Yes, well we don’t call her Mayday because she’s delicate and careful and graceful.” 

“No.” Ilya agreed amused. “We do not. Did you call your Dad when you landed?” 

“Yes, of course, but you know how he is.” Svetlana shrugged and Ilya raised his brows, “Old and miserable and stuck in his ways?” 

“All of those things and more, yes.” She waited while Ilya carried the laundry out of the room, smiled when she heard him holler for the girls to toss their laundry down too, then once he was back in the bedroom and putting away his clean clothes, she continued, “He wanted us to stay longer, same as every summer. He guilt tripped me about only giving him two grandchildren, then switched and told me he was proud of my career, proud of my dedication, all the normal things.” 

“Then you know,” she blew out a deep breath. “He always has to fuss about how you and I couldn’t make things work, how marriage is sacred and we should have tried harder for the sake of the girls.” 

“Then changes his mind because is better for girls to grow up with us separate but loving as friends,” Ilya finished with a long suffering groan. He’d heard the same complaint and retraction every year since he and Svetlana had split up. “Is better this way instead of how you watched he and your Mama hate each other but refuse to divorce.”

“Exactly that.” Svetlana’s green eyes sparked playful, “He is horrified by you and the girls living in Montbonne instead of staying in Boston to be with me, until I remind him of the community support and low crime. He thinks you are lazy for not going back to hockey but also made sure and tell me that the birthday cake you made him this summer is the best cake he’s ever had in his life.” 

Ilya shook his head grinning at that one and Svetlana teased, “That’s quite a step for him, you know. When he found out you bought the bakery and were selling sweets, he scolded me for hours about marrying a soft man. When I reminded him we were divorced, he scolded me for another hour about not working to keep you because you are so dedicated to the girls and supportive of me living my own life, clearly I fumbled something and never should have let you go."

“And he wonders why I do not like spending summers in Russia.” Ilya zipped the smaller suitcase into the larger one and set it by the bedroom door. “He only complains. I can do no right and you can do no right, the only ones who are perfect are the girls.” 

“Obviously.” Svetlana shrugged and Ilya echoed, “Obviously.” then picked his phone up and carried it to the stairs, “Masha! Nadyushka! Come talk to your Mama while I make dinner!” 

“Mama!” Nadya came down the stairs to get the phone, and Ilya raised his voice, “Sveta! Make sure they are actually unpacking and not just playing!” as Nadya turned right around and raced back upstairs to share the FaceTime call with Mariya. 

The only answer from upstairs was an explosion of high pitched chatter as the girls rushed to catch their Mama up on the flight from Moscow to Ottawa, the drive from the city out to Montbonne and how much fun they were having unpacking all the toys Dedushka had bought them. Svetlana switched to speaking Russian mid sentence and Ilya smiled when he heard Mariya and Nadya switch over fluidly too, all three of their voices blending beautifully. 

It was good to be home. The trip to Moscow so the girls could spend most of the summer with their Mama and with their only living grandparent was important, but the six weeks in Russia were always difficult for Ilya. 

Russia had been home for most of his life, but home had never meant anything comforting and calming and good. Russia was home because it just was, and once upon a time when Ilya had been signed to Boston as first draft pick, when he’d spent the hockey season living it up partying with his teammates, buying beautiful property and driving expensive cars, Ilya had planned to renounce his Russian citizenship and relinquish his passport. Once upon a time when he had been young and naive and in love with– with his life, Ilya had imagined and planned for a future that involved him never stepping a fucking foot on Russian soil ever again.

But then his Dad had gotten sick. Svetlana had gotten pregnant. There’d been a rushed wedding, a stressful birth, and a devastating funeral, and now ten years after the last time Ilya had let himself wish for something different, he still had Russian citizenship. Still had a Russian passport. Still had to spend summers in Moscow only a few streets away from the house where both his parents had died. 

The summer trips to Moscow were important if only so Ilya could make sure Mariya and Nadya had better memories of Russia than he did. If only so the twins grew up thinking their parents’ homeland was beautiful and their native language was worth learning. He was always stressed out, burnt out, ready to pull his hair out by the time they made it back to Canada and Montbonne, but hearing the twins and Svetlana reminiscing about the trip while speaking Russian all lighthearted and laughing helped soothe that long buried, long hurt part of Ilya’s soul that still occasionally echoed with the sound of his father’s anger and his mother's tears, and that made the trips and stress and mental fuckery of being back in Moscow worth it. 

Still good to be home, though. Actually home. Ilya couldn’t wait to get to the cafe in the morning to check on everything and get to work on a winter sandwich and soup menu. There were already emails from the school wondering if he would be willing to donate baked goods for fundraisers. He needed to call one of the local handymen to see about turning the small living space above the cafe into a viable short term rental. It would only take a few days for the girls to ease out of the grandparent-spoiling-fueled gremlin behavior and then their life could get back on track and everything would be just fine. 

“Daddy! You got a text! I think it’s about our new coach!” 

“Oh shit–!” Ilya had to lunge to catch his phone when Mariya and Nadya came thundering down the stairs and chucked the phone in his general direction before racing for the last unpacked suitcase to find their toothbrushes. “Shit! Girls, be careful!” 

“S-Swear jar!” Nadya called and on the still open FaceTime call, Svetlana tsked at him theatrically, “Swear jar, Ilya. At the rate you’re filling that thing up, you’ll be able to take the girls to Disney World next week.” 

“Shut up.” Ilya started to prop the phone up on the counter so he could keep cooking, but he hesitated, frowning when he saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. “Sveta? V chyom delo. You are crying?” 

“No, no I’m fine.” Svetlana shook her head, trying to smile. “It’s just always a tough transition for me after summers together. We are one big happy family for six weeks, and then you and the girls go home to Montbonne and I stay in Boston and–” 

“Hey hey no, we are still big happy family.” Ilya shushed her gently. The divorce had been mutual and amicable and easy, they’d gotten married as best friends and parted as best friends  and most of the time, most of the year the custody arrangement worked perfectly well, but the end of summer always made Svetlana emotional and Ilya was quick to comfort, quick to reassure, “We promised after divorce to still be family and we are. Even with distance. The girls are happy, you are happy, is all that matters. Still a family.” 

“No, I know.”  she nodded, wiping at her eyes, “I know. And you’re right. It just seems like the girls aged a whole year between saying goodbye in Moscow and seeing them tonight. I miss them.” 

“We will see you for fall break?” Ilya prompted and Svetlana sighed, “Hopefully before then. I’m on my way to California in the morning for two weeks, then I have an interview with the advertising agency in New York so at least I’ll be back on this side of the country. Maybe you could bring the girls into the city for a weekend?” 

“Let me know when.” Ilya promised. “So long as it isn’t a game weekend, we will come see you.” 

“The girls said you got a text about the new coach?” she changed the subject, “Who is it? What happened to Coach Keeso?” 

“Something medical, I think.” Ilya minimized Svetlana’s picture so he could swipe through to his messages. “I do not know who temporary coach is.” 

“If they suck, you should offer to coach.” she decided, and Ilya snorted, “Ah no. I barely survived teaching Mayday and Nadya, I will not survive eleven other mean girls bullying me, especially when they are too young for me to bully back.” 

“You know, on second thought, I think if you're frustrated because you can’t bully seven and eight year old girls while trying to coach them, maybe you shouldn’t…” 

–Hi parents and guardians of the Montbonne U9 girls hockey team. My name is Shane Hollander and I am the temporary coach until Coach Keeso gets back and can take over again–

Svetlana stopped talking when Ilya’s face abruptly dropped. “Ilyushka?” she grabbed the phone closer when his skin washed pale, “Hey. V chyom dalo? What’s wrong? Ty v poryadke?” 

“I ah– nothing.” Shane Hollander. The phone slipped from Ilya’s suddenly sweaty hands and he had to scramble to catch it, cursing under his breath when it smacked onto the counter and his fingers felt too thick, too clumsy to pick it up. “Is um– is text from new coach.” 

“The new coach.” her smooth voice pitched curious. “Is that it? Why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost?” 

“No, I am fine, is um–” 

“Ilya?” 

“Is okay.” Ilya tapped at the minimized icon so Svetlana’s face filled his screen again and he couldn’t see the painfully boring, professionally polite group chain messages from the new coach Shane fucking Hollander anymore. “But. Dinner is almost ready. You want to say goodbye to the girls.” 

“You’re not okay.” Svetlana had known Ilya since they were children, and not even the distance and a slightly blurry screen could hide how worked up anxious he suddenly was. “Ilya. What is it?” 

“Girls!” Ilya hated how his voice wobbled, but he shook his head stubbornly ignoring Svetlana’s questions and hollered for the twins, “Come say bye to your Mama then wash your hands for dinner!” 

The girls were incapable of simply walking anywhere, and they came rushing into the kitchen at full speed, snatching Ilya’s phone and chirping, “Love you Mama! Ya lyublyu tebya, Mama!” before whipping right around and racing for the bathroom to wash their hands. 

“Ilya, tell me what it wrong!” 

“Sveta.” Ilya closed his eyes. Grit his teeth. Clenched his hands until his fingernails cut crescents into his palms. “Stop.” 

“Okay.” She let it go. Not for long of course, Svetlana hadn’t survived decades of friendship and several years of marriage to Ilya Rozanov by caving every time he got a little bit gruff, but right then when he had dinner for the girls ready and was more upset than she’d seen him in years, Svetlana let it go for a little bit. “The girls can call tomorrow after practice?” 

“Of course. Let me know when you are done with work for the day.” Ilya forced his eyes open again and set his fingers to his lips, tapping once twice in a kiss for her. “Talk soon.” 

“Soon.” Svetlana copied the gesture and smiled carefully, comfortingly, sadly at him. “Love you.” 

“Love you.” 

Ilya hung up the call, then turned his phone all the way off and left it on the counter so he could focus. He needed to focus. He had to sit for family dinner with the twins, then wash up and clean the kitchen. Finish unpacking and start a load of laundry. Venture upstairs to see if the girls had made any effort at all to unpack in any organized fashion. They needed baths and bedtime reading, then Ilya needed a shower and a snuck out on the back deck cigarette, and then he’d turn his phone back on and see what the hell was happening with the new coach who kept coming up in his phone as Jane. 

Fuck. 

“Daddy?” Nadya checked in and Ilya shook himself from the start of a spiraling sort of daze with a quick smile, “Yes, Nadyushka. Dinner’s ready. Go sit down.” 

Nadya ate her food in piles. She liked all the flavors and textures all mish-mashed into each bite, so her plate was layered first rice then vegetables, chicken shredded and sauce poured all over the top. She liked her drink with extra ice clinking around in the glass and paper towels, not napkins, and she beamed in genuine delight when Ilya set everything down in front of her with a playful flourish. 

Mariya ate her food separated. Nothing touched and nothing mixed. The seven year old hadn’t so much as blinked the day she fell off her bike and scraped her leg to bleeding, but sauce mixed into her food sent her into hysterics and anything too mushy made her gag, so Ilya kept her chicken cubed, made sure her rice didn’t spill into the colorful assortment of vegetables and poured the sauce into a small bowl so she could dip as needed. She liked water bottles, not water glasses and for all her noisy toughness, Mariya was visibly quietly relieved to be back home with her familiar silverware, familiar food, and familiar set up. 

“Okay.” Ilya took his seat with his own plate and narrowed his eyes faux sternly at the twins. “Now. Your Granddad lets you eat like animals but we are home now, so you are civilized again. This is fork.” he held up a fork, lips twitching trying not to smile when Nadya exploded into giggles. “This is spoon.” Mariya rolled and rolled and rolled her eyes. “Use the right way or else.” 

Despite Granddad Sergei’s habit of letting the girls eat whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted, and wherever in the house they wanted, Mariya and Nadya really were very polite little girls and dinner was as generally calm and enjoyable as always. The girls had a stool at the sink so they could rinse their dishes before Ilya loaded the dishwasher, they bickered a moment over who got to use the bathroom first, but when Ilya reminded them exasperated, “Girls! We have more than one sink!” they were right back to chattering and laughing together as they cleaned up, then ran back upstairs to play. 

Focus focus focus. Ilya focused focused focused. The table cleared and dishes done, counters wiped and leftovers put away. He almost reached for his phone, but turned on his heel and went to do laundry first instead. Started to grab his phone on the way back through the kitchen, but detoured upstairs to check the girls unpacking progress and exclaim, “Bozhe moy, you are so bad at this!” before gamely and playfully taking the project over so it actually got completed before bedtime. 

“Brush, then show me book for the night.” he ordered Mariya first, pushing her towards the upstairs bathroom. “Nadya, show me book, then you brush after Mariya.” 

“How come we can’t brush tog-gether?” Nadya fussed as she dug through the bookshelf looking for one of her mystery stories, and Ilya raised his eyebrows, “Because you have toothpaste fights and I have to clean the bathroom. Now you brush separate until you are thirty.” 

“Thirty?” Nadya sighed at him and Ilya bent to drop a kiss on her head. “Set the timer, okay? We have dentist appointments before school starts.” 

“D-Da, Daddy.” 

“Spasibo, Nadyushka.” 

Ilya stayed focused right up through getting the girls to bed and switching the laundry over so it would be dry in the morning, then with a rush of nerves and his stomach twisting nauseous, Ilya grabbed his phone, grabbed the super secret pack of cigarettes stashed in his super secret top of the cabinet spot, and went outside to the back deck to pace and smoke and read the text chain. 

-Hi parents and guardians of the Montbonne U9 girls hockey team. My name is Shane Hollander and I am the temporary coach until Mr. Keeso gets back and can take over again. -

-Shane hollander from the Montreal Metros?- 

-Oh my gosh, this is amazing for our little team!!!-

-I heard a rumor you bought a place here over the summer! Welcome to Montbonne!-

-So cool, can’t wait for this.-

-What a blessing for our girls!-

Everyone in the team group chat probably tagged the new number as Coach Hollander. 

In Ilya’s phone, the number came through already saved in his contacts, Montreal based and familiar and memorized for years now, a single name and a single initial as the contact profile picture. 

In Ilya’s phone, the new coach’s number came through labeled simply as Jane. 

From Jane: Thanks for the warm welcome. I’m excited for this new opportunity, looking forward to meeting everyone tomorrow. 

The group chat kept lighting up with response after response, but Ilya swiped out of it to get into his photos, scrolling past all the albums full of the twins, Svetlana, and the last ten years of life to find a private, password protected album way down at the bottom of the list. 

The locked album was titled ‘Do Not Look’ and had been created way back in the summer of 2014 during a long, lonely flight to Moscow when Ilya had systematically and methodically read each and every text from Jane going back almost three years, then had systematically and methodically erased each and every text until the message chain was blank. 

Except when he’d landed in Moscow some twenty hours later, there was a new text from Jane asking where he’d gone. Another one came in a few days later, Jane had been angry and confused, then concerned and uncertain. At Christmas, Jane had texted clearly drunk, the message in all caps, loudly irritated about missing Ilya. 

Ilya had read and read and re-read those texts until he had them memorized, then took a screen shot and locked it away in the private album before deleting the message chain and trying to move on. 

Ilya had always meant to move on. But Jane kept texting on holidays and birthdays and sometimes during playoffs, occasionally during the summer and very very rarely while drunk, so Ilya kept screenshotting and saving and now it had been ten years and Jane was texting again and Ilya wondered– he wondered if his number was still saved in Jane’s phone the way Jane’s number was still saved in his.

Only one way to find out. 

“Fuck.” Ilya pulled hard at the cigarette until his lungs burned and his eyes watered, then exhaled, “Fuck.” and opened up a new message. 

From Lily: Jane. 

And almost immediately, 

From Jane: Holy shit.

“Holy shit.” Ilya shoved his phone into his pocket and took another deep pull, held the smoke in until he started to feel light headed then blew it all out in a rush and yanked his phone back out to type, 

From Lily: It’s really you.

Way out in the cabin clear on the other side of Montbonne, sitting alone in the sparsely furnished living room with the curtains open to the dark forest beyond and a pile of self help books that didn’t help with fuck all stacked on the side table, Shane stared down at his phone with his fist pushed to his mouth and his leg bouncing, foot tapping, chest tightening tightening tightening into a vice grip. 

From Jane: I convinced myself it wasn’t you. Was just some weird stupid coincidence. 

Three dots appeared on the screen next to Lily’s name, blinking blinking blinking. 

From Jane: Why the fuck does it have to be you?

The three dots next to Lily’s name kept blinking blinking, blinking, then blipped away gone. 

Shane put his phone down and put his head down and told himself to breathe. 

Fuck. 

*****

Chapter Notes: 

Welcome to Montbonne This will be chock full of reunion angst, a dash of fond ‘i miss that about you’ exasperation, a whole lot of emotional honesty and plenty of ‘worshipped your body back then, fully gonna worship it now’ nekkidness, all with the background of Small Town Charm, and of course The Twins stealing scenes and being amazing. 

Writing Shane spiraling is always tough, but his self inflicted isolation in this AU makes it even harder. He’s so lonely and lost and hurt, I got upset at myself for making him so sad but I can confirm it gets better for him fairly quickly once he settles into the community and starts reconnecting with Ilya. Shane coaching little girls hockey is such a good vibe. 

ALSO Shane thinking someone showing up and being an asshole to him would be better than everyone feeling sorry for him all the time when he doesn't know that Ilya lives in the same town yet is giving Lilo and Stitch "send me an angel, the nicest one you have" and then quick cut to evil cackling. 

As sad as Shane is though, I love to see Ilya absolutely thriving as a single dad. He’s got a top tier relationship with best friend/babymama/ex wife Svetlana, he absolutely owns a cute little cafe in this AU and makes his Mama’s recipes and I can’t wait to write him in an apron with flour in his hair, it’s so good. There will be more details about how Ilya ended up in Montbonne, why the girls have Svetlana's last name, all that sort of thing coming up.

Obsessed with the idea that Shane never managed to stop texting Ilya, and Ilya screenshotted and saved every single one. That detail is super important later on. 

Also, yes Jacob the bartender is Jacob Tierney and yes Rachel is Rachel Reid and yes Coach Keeso is Jared Keeso (holla at me letterkenny fans) because I'm awful at naming OCs so we're just gonna call them sort of cameos and move right on.

Thanks for reading and find me on THREADS to chat!







      

  












      Chapter 2: Double Take (somebody that i used to know)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Sorry for the delay, I had this 75% done like four days ago but I had to do my taxes first (booooo).

I'd warn y'all about the word count (15k+) but you know me by now, the words are just wording, remember to hydrate and rest eyeballs or whatever.

Brief TW for mentions of Shane's eating disorder.

Thanks for Reading!








  Mariya and Nadya jumped from the car and hurried towards the front doors of the Montbonne community ice rink before Ilya even had a chance to unbuckle his seatbelt.
The twins had been bouncing off the walls all morning excited to meet their new coach, chattering at Ilya at a speed half past super sonic about how ready they were to move up to the U9 division, clapping their hands and cheering as Ilya pulled into the parking lot, and the very second the car parked and the doors unlocked, they were off like a shot, tripping over one another to get out of the back seat and sprinting for the doors and a couple friends they could see walking in too. 
Ilya stayed behind to pinch the bridge of his nose and try to get ahead of a pending migraine once the twins's non stop chatter was being unleashed in the echoing ice rink instead of inside the 'not nearly large enough for that level of noise' car. Ilya stayed behind to steady himself once the only thing standing between him and a face to face reunion with Shane Hollander – formerly of the Montreal Metros and formerly the guy Ilya had been once been damn near willing to lose everything for– was a couple hundred yards of pitted, gravelly parking lot and a set of heavy, double doors. 
“Okay.” Ilya gripped the steering wheel tight for a moment, then let go, flexed his fingers and nodded, “Okay okay okay. Here we go.” 
Inside the rink, Shane was posted up by the bleachers closest to the team benches to welcome the girls in and hand the arriving parents a well organized, specifically sorted stack of paperwork to fill out. 
He’d reworked the medical forms to include extra spaces for anxiety inducing triggers or specific sensitivities. The updated contact form had spaces to quickly explain any iffy custody situations so he wouldn’t have to asterisk, draw arrows, or highlight in the margins for certain kids. Shane had created an entire new form for skate, pads and jersey sizes, and for whether the kids were right or left handed. The very last page was a questionnaire he’d written to get a better understanding of the expectations of the U9 division, the needs of the community and the more concentrated wants and needs of the team families. 
Shane had been up all night working on the packet, had been up all night not looking at his phone and not thinking about how fucking stressed he was to see Ilya for the first time in ten years, had been up all night working working working until his eyes went blurry and his leg started aching and he’d managed to collapse for a few hours of blessedly dreamless sleep between two a.m. and his alarm at six. 
Eight months ago, Shane would have scoffed at any of his teammates who weren't dedicated enough to ensure a solid night’s sleep before the first practice of a brand new season. He would have rolled his eyes and thought they deserved to be stumbling on the ice getting yelled at by the coach because why the hell would anyone not give 110% to the game, a 110% to everything about life all the goddamn time, wasn’t that the whole point? 
Eight months right the fuck then, Shane held onto his clipboard like it was the only thing keeping him upright, forced a smile and repeated his mostly memorized, mostly scripted greeting to all of the parents and kids as they wandered in, and pretended he wasn’t sick to his stomach because pretending was all he could do any more. 
And he did it just fine. Mostly fine. Shane was able to pretend just about mostly fine that he was perfectly comfortable fielding the inevitable questions about his retirement, the sympathetic sorry sorry sorry head tilts about his injury, and the over zealous excitement about him taking on the coach position– 
“Only temporarily.” he reminded the parents over and over. “Only temporarily until Coach Keeso comes back. I’m happy to help out temporarily. Yeah.” 
He was mostly fine, right up until the double doors opened to admit a set of twins tearing towards the bleachers at breakneck speed, then opened a second time to admit Ilya Rozanov. 
Jesus Christ. 
Distantly, hysterically, Shane wondered if Ilya had dressed up for practice. Wondered if Ilya had dressed up to catch his attention. The dark shirt stretched across Ilya’s shoulders and made his blue eyes glow, and his features were softer than Shane remembered, not as sharp and not as severe like life had been gentle to him for the last ten years. The effect was compounded by his curly hair, tousled and messy but maybe sort of purposefully so, fluffed out framing his face and hanging a smidge long so Shane’s eyes had to drop to his neck, which meant Shane had to re-admire his broad shoulders before dragging his eyes across Ilya’s chest to zero in on the gold glint of his necklace, then follow the length of the chain down to the dip of his waist and the comfortably worn jeans pulling at Ilya’s thighs—
Fuck. Shane blinked. Blinked. Ilya hadn’t dressed up any more than Shane had dressed up. Ilya was wearing normal fucking clothes and Shane needed to stop looking, stop gawking and get it together.
It was fine.
Shane smiled politely at the next parent to step up with a greeting and shoo their little one onto the ice, and didn’t think about how Ilya looked every bit as beautiful as the last time Shane had seen him in Vegas, the night of awards when they hadn’t even kissed and then Ilya had been gone, gone, never answering any text, gone. 
Nope. Not thinking about it.
“Girls, wait our turn.” Ilya caught up with Nadya and Mariya and set a hand on each of their shoulders. “Give your coach a minute to sign everyone in. Put on skates.” 
If it seemed like Shane’s face creased in relief when Ilya held the girls back, it must have been a trick of the light. Probably the same trick that made it seem like Shane had swallowed hard and stared when Ilya first walked in, the same trick that had stopped Ilya in his tracks for a stunned three four five seconds when he’d caught sight of Shane.
Distantly, hysterically, Ilya was glad he’d put a little thought into his appearance because Shane had clearly put a whole lotta thought into his. He was pointedly, purposefully striking in a fitted black tee and joggers hugging down his long legs, somber and serious and appropriately Coach-like with a whistle around his neck and a clipboard propped against his stomach as he took notes.
A small smile teased at the corner of his gorgeous mouth whenever a parent stopped to talk to him, and it made Ilya feel slightly insane because he knew, he remembered, what it felt like to have the full force of one of Shane’s sunshiney bright real smiles turned his way and he knew, he was certain, the aura of guarded mystery Shane was cultivating with his dark clothes and dark eyes and muted smiles had to be on purpose.
Because if it wasn’t on purpose, if Shane hadn’t specifically picked out his clothes and tailored his behavior to effortlessly capture Ilya’s attention right off the bat, then Ilya was going to have to sit and stress about how much Shane Hollander still affected him even after ten years and even while standing clear across the fucking room, and that was—
—he wasn’t ready to admit—
Shit.
“Daddy, help!” Mariya yanked at Ilya’s sleeve so he would stop standing and gawking and help her lace up her skates. “I want to skate!”
“Come here, then.” Ilya knelt down next to the bleacher seats and laced her up steady and sturdy, then moved to help Nadya with hers as well. “You remembered helmets?” 
“Da, ya vzyala svoy.” Nadya answered sweetly and Ilya ruffled her curls and plonked a kiss on her forehead, “Good girl. Masha, did you remember your helmet?” 
“Duh, Daddy.” came the snorted reply. “Can we go now?” 
“Helmets on and careful.” he made a mental note to text Svetana and ask how she’d managed to birth Sour Patch Kid twins, one who was endlessly sweet and the other who was only ever sour. “Say hi to Coach.” 
“Hi to Coach!” Mariya called as she clumped right past Shane’s attempt at saying hi to her and jumped onto the ice, shouting for her friends she hadn’t seen all summer, and skating haphazardly towards the group of girls. 
“Hi t-to C-Coach.” Nadya said softer, slower, and Ilya’s stomach swooped when Shane smiled wider down at Nadya and said quietly, “Hi to you too, kiddo.” then held out his hand to help her over the lip in the boards and onto the ice. “Be out there in a minute, okay?” 
The twins were the last girls registered to play for the team and Shane busied himself checking off their names, straightening the packet of paperwork, fussing with his clipboard so he wouldn’t have to look up and look right at Ilya as the big blond meandered his way closer. 
“Shane Hollander.” Ilya stopped moving once he was close enough to lower his voice quiet, but still far enough away to be safe. He propped his hip at the boards and held his hand out for the expected packet of paperwork all the other parents had received, “Of all the ice rinks in all the world, you are the new Coach in mine, hm?” 
“Ilya Rozanov.” Shane braced himself and handed over the paperwork, steeled himself and looked up to meet Ilya’s gaze. “What in the hell are you doing here?” 
It was 2024, but it could have been 2014 for how fast Shane’s mouth went dry, his throat closing up and chest aching like his heart was shattering when Ilya tilted his head and smiled small and a little bit crooked, blue eyes darting all over Shane’s face trying to read him the way Ilya had always been able to read him. 
“My girls.” Ilya didn’t look down at the paperwork or over at the rink, didn’t so much as blink away from Shane when he answered, “Nadya and Mariya. They are on your team.” 
It wasn’t the right answer to the question Shane hadn’t actually come right out and asked, but it was all Ilya could manage and Shane nodded jerkily like he got it, the hesitance and diversion, he got it. 
“Vetrova.” Shane said it like a statement. Really, it was a question, two questions, a dozen questions all wrapped up in a single word and a handful of syllables. “The girls don’t have your last name?” 
“Is Svetlana’s last name.” Ilya had spent years memorizing every single one of the tiny expressions, the hundreds of microscopic tells Shane had never been to fully hide. Everyone had always thought Shane Hollander, golden boy, super star, married to the game party pooper and all around wet blanket, was stand-offish and bland and cold, but Ilya had always known different. He’d always seen different. 
He said Svetlana and Shane blinked a split second too fast, his jaw tightened there and gone tense, Ilya saw Shane ask a silent question and figure out the answer, figure out the implications of the girls having Svetlana’s last name all in the span of a breath and it was bittersweet painful to realize Ilya could still see and know and read Shane, no matter how hard Shane tried to mask it all away covered. 
“Svetlana Vetrova.” Shane didn’t let his voice wobble. He didn’t let himself care about Svetlana Vetrova who had been Ilya’s best friend, the supermodel level beauty with big hair and big eyes and her hand in Ilya’s every summer when they’d spent the weeks clubbing and partying and pressed up against one another for the tabloid photos.
Made sense. Ilya had left, gotten married to his best friend, had two little girls and now for some reason was living in Montbonne. Yep. 
“Hollander.” Shane’s voice didn’t wobble, but he blinked a little too fast and the muscle in his cheek twitched when he grit his teeth, and the barely there reaction squeezed vice tight at Ilya’s chest. 
“Shane.” he wet his lips and leaned in, lowered his voice and inched closer. He didn’t know what the hell to say, but he definitely needed to say something. “After practice, maybe we should talk?” 
“Alright girls!” Shane didn’t let himself care about Svetlana, but he sure turned around quick when Ilya leaned in like he was going to whisper something soft and careful and important. He sure put the whistle to his lips and blew it loud while stepping onto the ice in his shoes and shuffling his way towards center ice, towards the waiting girls, away away, he needed to get the fuck away from Ilya Rozanov’s piercing eyes and disconcerting ability to analyze Shane and figure him out. 
Shane didn’t give a single flying fuck about how or why or whatever about anything involving Svetlana and Ilya, but oh he sure turned around, walked away, made some noise so he couldn’t hear Ilya saying his name like that, no thank you, he couldn't handle that.
Ilya didn’t linger watching Shane cross the ice, it would have been too noticeable in front of all the parents gathered in the bleachers dutifully filling out the packet of paperwork. He noticed Shane wasn’t wearing skates for the first practice, though. He noticed the limp at Shane’s left side, too. The accident and injury had been too long ago for Shane to still have a visible limp, he should have been healed and walking fine, andskating more or less comfortably after months in recovery. 
Ilya noticed and frowned about it, but he didn’t linger watching, only climbed a few rows into the bleachers and settled in to fill out his paperwork for the girls. 
“Oh Ilya! Welcome home!” Rebekah’s mom leaned over to smile and squeeze at his arm. “How was your summer? How was Russia?” 
“The girls have gotten so big!” Angela’s mom added in with a wide smile. “I can’t believe how tall they are, they might be the tallest on the team, even taller than the eight year olds!” 
“God, just look at Coach Hollander out there.” someone murmured from a couple seats below. “Too bad about his injury, but silver lining, now we get to watch him in those sweats, huh?” 
“You played against Hollander for a couple years, didn’t you?” Mr. Davis owned the grocery store and he reached around a pile of snacks and drinks for the team to shake Ilya’s hand. “Maybe during your rookie year?” 
“Mm.” Ilya nodded. They’d met the summer before rookie year technically. The last few days of the winter before the summer before rookie year if they were splitting hairs. Ilya had met and known and been head over heels for Shane by the time the first puck dropped on their first rookie game, but, “Yes.” he nodded. “Rookies.” 
“How exciting.” another mom decided, her slow smile inviting as she glanced up through her lashes at Ilya. “Two honest to god hockey legends in our little town? And both of you bachelors. Wow.” 
“I am not legend.” Ilya deflected the way he always deflected any reference to his too few years of playing for Boston. “Hollander is, though.” he looked up from the paperwork to find Shane on the ice, to watch how the limp seemed less noticeable once he was surrounded by the kids and talking with them, “Hollander is legend, yes.” 
Shane glanced towards the bleachers in time to see Ilya watching him, and he jerked his head back around, swallowed through it and shook his head through it, then forced another smile for the seven and eight year old girls all waiting for instruction. 
“Here’s what we’re going to do.” he tucked his clipboard under his arm and clapped his hands. “I don’t have my skates today, and you guys don’t have all your gear, which is fine!” he was quick to reassure one of the little girls who looked suddenly anxious at not being dressed. “Because I told your parents in the group text that we were just going to get to know each other and skate around for a while, since a lot of you are new to U9 and I’m super new to coaching.” 
“Let’s start with Bailey.” he decided, “Bailey, skate a circle around all of us here,” he motioned to the thin line painted around center ice. “Then you’re gonna stop right in front of me, tell me your full name, how old you are and one interesting thing, okay?” 
It was a simple exercise, one meant to give Shane a chance to quickly assess each players skating and stopping ability, as well as memorize their name by reading it, saying it, hearing it and theoretically learning more about his team by way of random bits of information. 
He had no idea what seven and eight year olds would consider interesting facts about themselves, but Shane clicked his pen on and got his clipboard ready to write it down anyway. 
“My little teef never fell out so the dentif pulled them.” was eight year old Bailey’s interesting fact, and she beamed up a gappy, rather toothless grin at Shane as she explained, “Big onef are coming but not yet. Daddy calls me a gap-toofed baby.” 
“Good job.” Shane made a note about how good her skating was, how hilariously terrible her stopping was, and to see if she needed a special mouth guard until her adult teeth started to come in. “Nychele?” 
Nychele wasn’t as strong a skater but managed a tentative, timid stop, and she stared down at the ice to mumble, “My name is Nychele Belanger and I'm eight. We moved here from Quebec. I don’t like it here.” 
“Quebec.” Shane crouched down so he could get to her eye level, then asked in French, “Why don't you like it here?" 
Nychele’s eyes brightened, and she switched to French to whisper back, “I don't have any friends yet.”
“No friends yet, huh?” Shane smiled at her encouragingly. “You know the best part about being on a team?” Nychele shook her head and Shane raised his voice so the rest of the girls could hear, “Being on a team means having built in friends. It will be so fun and we will all be friends very soon.” 
“If you say so.” she smiled for real that time. “Merci, Coach.”
“Merci, Nychele.” Shane winked, then stood back up. “Alright, who’s next?” 
On and on it went through the list of girls, wobbly circles skated around center ice, less than graceful stops, interesting snippets and odd facts that told Shane more about the girls personality than anything else.
It was fun. The girls laughed at one another and did little twirls on the ice, a few slipped and fell, Shane kept telling himself to smile, telling himself to smile, telling himself to smile... until all at once he realized he was smiling and laughing along with the girls without having to pretend about it and that-- that was sort of amazing.
The last two names on the list were Mariya and Nadya Vetrova. 
“I’m Mariya.” Mariya raced around center ice, by far the best skater on the team despite being one of the youngest, and she raced raced raced right up to Shane before skidding to a dramatic stop and spraying his shoes with snow. “Everyone calls me Mayday.” 
“Mayday.” Both of the twins very obviously took after Svetlana with their tightly curled hair, bright green eyes and olive toned skin, but when Mariya tilted her chin up and held her arms out in a flourish, all cocky posture and pint sized confidence, she was so clearly Ilya’s child, it almost took Shane’s breath away. 
“Mayday.” he repeated with a short swallow and small smile. “And why do they call you Mayday?” 
“Because I bring the dooooooom!” Mayday crowed with her skinny arms flexed, and the sound of a few different parents laughing carried over from the bleachers. “I play forward like my Daddy. I’m a center and I scored ten goals last season, which was the most outta everybody.” 
“Mayday… brings…the doom…” Shane made a show of carefully jotting the information down. “Alright, and Nadya?” 
“Hi C-Coach.” Nadya was every bit as good a skater as Mariya, though it showed in her technique and steadiness versus her speed and flash. Curly hair, big green eyes, and Nadya had a dimple on one side, just the one tucked into her cheek when she came to a neat stop a normal amount of distance from Shane and smiled up at him. “I’m Nadya. I am th-the goalie.” 
“Goalie. Got it. Nadya ‘not in my house’ Vetrova.” Shane wrote it down, but when Nadya’s little face wrinkled confused he explained, “Uh cos as goalie, the net and crease is your house? You own that space and you don’t let any pucks through, right? Not in your house.” 
“Nnnot in my house!” she agreed cheerfully and Mariya cheered, “Yeah, sis!” and Shane’s heart did something flip floppy about just how funny and beautiful Ilya’s kids were.
But he wasn't going to dwell on that, no thank you, so he moved right on.
“Okay, that’s everybody.” Shane gave a short whistle. “Let’s do some laps the way around the rink and then we can be done with practice and you can have free skate for a while, okay?” 
The girls took off to skate around the rink, hugging the boards and laughing, chattering as they went. Shane kept watching, kept taking notes on anything that stuck out to him and for the remainder of the short practice, decidedly didn’t look in the bleachers just in case Ilya was still looking at him. 
“Good job today. Good job today. Good job today.” Shane shuffled to the rink door and held up his hand for fist bumps at the end of the hour as the girls hopped off the ice and made their way clumsily to the stands and their parents to help with skates. “Good job, super proud of all of you. Good job.” 
“Coach Hollander, do you have a minute!” Mr. Davis handed off the responsibility of snack and drink distribution to one of the other dads, and hurried down the bleachers to clap a friendly hand at Shane’s shoulder. “I’ve got paperwork all filled out for Janey, but I had a couple questions…?” 
“Uh yeah.” Shane nodded jerkily. Didn’t look at Ilya when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye, Ilya crouching down to help the twins with their skates, laughing under the sound of them rapid fire explaining everything that had happened on the ice.
They switched to Russian at some point, and Shane didn’t look didn’t look when Ilya switched too, his deep voice sounding even deeper, even smoother, echoing towards the high ceilings and blending with the girls as they somehow talked even faster, big hand gestures and wide smiles telling their Papa all about the practice. 
“Yep.” Shane didn’t look. “Yeah, come on into the office. I’ve got all this other paperwork to file, we can talk at the same time.” 
Several other parents took the initiative to crowd into the office and talk to Shane too, and he dropped into the seat behind the desk to try and keep some distance. He didn’t like sitting lower than a group of people chatting in his direction, but it was better than standing awkwardly. He could take notes, he could organize paperwork, anything so he wasn’t making too intense eye contact following every word out of their mouth, anything so he wasn’t unintentionally avoiding eye contact by looking everywhere except right at them. 
It was too much noise in a fairly small space and Shane had to inhale, exhale, breathe through it. It was too much clamor after months of self isolation and self enforced silence, but Shane had said yes to coaching, had mentally prepped himself for the onslaught of conversation and curiosity and commotion, so he sat behind his desk and smiled his way politely through it all for some interminable amount of time that really only ended up being seventeen minutes. 
Seventeen minutes. It felt like years. By the time Jessie’s parents left cheerfully waving and calling that they were looking forward to the next practice, Shane felt like he’d ran a whole goddamn marathon and it had only been seventeen minutes. 
Shit. Good thing the coach job was only temporary. 
Shane got his paperwork gathered and the office cleaned, got everything important put away so he could lock the place up and leave, but stopped when he heard high pitched voices and scattered giggles coming from the ice.
Nadya and Mariya were back in the rink, scotting back and forth in their shoes and racing one another around the face off circles. They were falling and sliding, laughing in delight even though their little hands were certainly freezing and their helmets were still on the bleachers so a bonked head would hurt. 
They were carefree and easy, thoroughly wholly lost in the simple joy of being on the ice, and Shane couldn’t help but wonder when he stopped enjoying being on the ice like that.
Was it after his injury? After his first Cup when the pressure seemed to triple overnight? When he’d been second draft pick,and suddenly the entire world was pitting him against Rozanov because there was only room for one at the top and the PR teams wouldn’t rest until they turned a pair of kids who just wanted to play hockey into some knock down, drag out, fiercely heated rivalry that meant every goal, every attempted shot, and every game was stacked up, stripped down, inspected inside and out for fodder and fuel for the media machine?  
Shane didn’t know when he’d stopped enjoying being on the ice, but he was willing to bet it coincided with, circled alongside, rose and fell in some terribly unavoidable way around the man who was leaning against the boards watching his girls play, but who was also very clearly waiting for Shane to come talk to him. 
Ilya Rozanov. 
“Okay okay okay.” Shane zipped up his jacket and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Here we go.” 
Ilya heard the office door close, listened to the soft scuff of Shane’s shoes coming his way, coming up behind him, coming to a stop next to him, but he still jumped when Shane’s frame filled into his peripherals, dark hair and dark eyes and freckles and smelling like some expensive French cologne, standing not leaning, perfect posture and chin lifted, gaze set squarely on the ice. 
Shane was there because he had to be, not because he wanted to be. Because they needed to have at least the barest bones of a mandatory conversation, not because Shane actually wanted to have the conversation or actually wanted to talk to him or actually wanted to stand next to Ilya or anything. 
Ilya wished it didn’t matter so damn much that Shane very obviously didn’t want anything to do with him, but everything about Shane Hollander had always mattered so damn much, so it wasn't much of a surprise. 
“So.” Shane broke the silence first. “I can’t believe you’re here.” 
“Mm.” Ilya leaned further over the boards, resting his forearms on the top and clasping his hands together. “I could say same for you.” 
“I just mean.” Shane scratched his thumb at his brow awkwardly. “No one knew what happened to you after Vegas that year. Back then. You disappeared. Quit. No one heard anything.”
No one heard anything about where Rozanov had gone back in 2014, or at least no one who was willing to share the information had heard anything. Shane had been stressed right up to his eyeballs about Ilya's well being and whereabouts, but no one else had known he even cared, so no one had bothered to keep him informed. He couldn’t tell Ilya that though, so he shrugged and repeated, “No one knew what happened.” 
“I had to take care of family things.” Ilya explained shortly. “In Russia.” 
“Family things.” Shane echoed and Ilya exhaled through pursed lips, “My Papa got sick. Died.” 
“Oh shit.” Shane’s voice caught before he could help it, wobbled with a flare of very real emotion and very real worry before he managed to tamp it down into generic neutrality, “Sorry about that.” 
“Was a long time ago.” Ilya shrugged like it still didn’t hurt to say out loud. “Is okay now.” 
“Okay well.” Shane couldn’t ever imagine it being okay at any point if it had been his Dad who passed. “Uh. How long have you been back?” 
“Back?” Ilya glanced sideways at him, partly curious, partly cos he couldn’t help wanting to look. “What is back?” 
“I mean, you know.” Shane meant to ask how long Ilya had been back. On the continent and in the States or in Canada. Within a couple hour plane ride from Shane’s hometown. Within a couple hours drive from where Shane spent every single summer at his parent's lakehouse. In the same fucking time zone with the same fucking phone number. 
“I mean here.” he finished after a minute. “How long have you been here? Montbonne.” 
“Since pandemic.” Ilya felt Shane flinch at that, he felt Shane jerk and startle and maybe recoil a little to learn it had been years. “Papa died in early 2017 and we left Russia shortly after. We were looking for a cabin property, for relaxation and vavation, but when the world got sick,” he mimed a motion over his face like a mask, “and borders shut down we stayed full time."


"America is," He made another motion meant to encapsulate how uncertain and iffy and downright dangerous America had been for the few years pre pandemic, during the pandemic, and now again with the most recent election. “Canada is good. Easy citizenship. Close enough to Svetlana’s work. Works for us." 
“Four years.” Shane repeated, stunned. “You’ve been back,” he shook his head, “here in Montbonne, here in Ontario for four years.” 
“Mostly.” Nod. “Yes.”
“Holy shit.” Four years. Within driving distance. Shane had brought the cup home to Ottawa multiple times, and Ilya had been within driving distance. Same time zone, same phone number, fuck.  
Ilya turned his head to look at him. Shane turned his head away to hide. He’d never been as good at faking it with Ilya, and he didn’t need those blue eyes dissecting him. 
“So why here?” He asked after another minute. “Why Montbonne specifically?” 
“Like I said, it was supposed to be cabin first.” Ilya turned back to the ice and his girls. “But is a good place to raise girls, at least when they are small. Bigger city is only a few hours away, with an airport for flights to Boston for Sveta. Town is big enough to have things to do, school and activities and stores, but small enough to be safe, yes? Maybe later when girls are serious about hockey, we will move for better opportunities, but for now is good. Nice to be… invisible.” 
Shane's real estate agent had mentioned something much along the same lines when she sold him the cabin, talking about how Montbonne was big enough to be viable, but small enough and anonymous enough to disappear into, whether he was famous or not. 
At the time, Shane had only heard that he could disappear. Now, he wondered if she’d pitched it the same way to Ilya. 
“Sorry to hear about your knee.” Ilya changed the subject. “And leg. And ribs. And retirement."
“Yeah, well.” Shane wondered if Ilya had watched the game, if he’d seen the hit, the injury, the aftermath. The thought of Ilya being in the same time zone watching him fall and fail made him sick. “It happens.” 
“It happens.” Ilya rubbed a hand at his chin, scratched his fingernails up the line of his jaw, then rubbed habitually tugging nervous at his ear lobe for a few seconds before he asked, “We are not going to talk about it?” 
“About,” Breathe. “what?” 
“About how we used to fuck.” the words were shocking in their bluntness. “We should talk about it.” 
“I–” Shane’s face burned red and he swallowed hard, but didn’t let himself retreat. “No. Absolutely not here and no, probably not at all. We don’t need to talk about that.” 
“No?” Ilya didn’t look at him. Couldn’t look at him. “I think maybe the girls should know their Daddy and their Coach used to date.” 
“No cos we– we didn’t date. We were never dating. We hooked up a couple times for a few years, then you disappeared. That’s not anything close to a relationship.” Shane forced his shoulders down from around his ears, counted out a breath, then counted out another so he could keep his composure, hide his heartbreak, and lie right through his teeth, “It didn’t even matter. It’s not like I loved you or anything.” 
“No, of course not.” Ilya smiled tight and painful through a lie of his own, “I didn’t love you either. So.” 
“So. Right. You definitely didn't love me.” Shane nodded like he was trying to convince them both of the idea. “Everyone knows we played against each other a long time ago. Let’s leave it at that.” 
“Seems smart.” Ilya hated it. “Safe.” 
“Smart and safe. It's a good plan.” There, that hadn’t been so bad. A single question, a quick denial, boundaries laid down and agreed on, and so what if Shane was sick to his stomach when he got back to the cabin, it didn’t matter anymore than their handful of hookups ten years ago had mattered. 
They hadn't been dating. Ilya hadn't loved him and Shane hadn't-- fuck, he hadn't loved--
“I gotta lock up.” Shane changed the subject that time. No use lingering talking about things that didn’t matter with someone he used to know. "I only signed in for two hours of ice time today and I’m three minutes over.”
“Three minutes over. Wow.” Ilya huffed a quiet laugh. “Smart and safe conversation only. Rules and regulations for ice time. Ten years and you are still so boring, Hollander.” 
“Yeah, well.” Shane didn’t look at him, didn’t look at the girls, only looked at his feet so he wouldn’t stumble and fall and collapse cos his knee hurt and his leg hurt and everything fucking hurt as he turned and walked away to lock up his office. “Some things never change.” 
“No.” Ilya didn’t look either, only hung his head and closed his eyes and cursed cursed cursed himself for being such a coward. “Some things never do.” 
Then louder, “Girls!” he put his fingers to his mouth and whistled. “Masha! Nadyushka! Say bye to coach and thank you for ice time!” 
“Bye to Coach!” Mariya hollered and Nadya waved in Shane’s direction, “Thank y-you for ice time!” 
“Nice to meet you girls.” Shane waved at the twins. “Practice again on Monday, okay?” 
“Okay! Spasibo!”
“Spasib-bo!” 
Ilya herded the girls out the double doors, then sent a tiny, cautious smile his way, “Thanks, Coach. And. Is good to see you." 
Shane didn’t answer. Ilya hadn’t really expected him to. 
“Me and Nadya want lunch at the bakery!” Mariya announced as they clambered into the car. Ilya stashed their skate bag on the front seat and shot the oldest twin a knowing look, “Do you and Nadya want lunch at the bakery, or are you being bossy and talking over your sister again?"
“I’m not bossy.” Mariya scowled. “Mama says I am a leader.” 
“Nadya?” Ilya arched an eyebrow at her and Nadya nodded, “Bakery, D-Daddy.” 
“Alright then.” 
The bakery square in the middle of downtown Montbonne was a historically charming little place, built and owned for over forty years by a couple who’d lived in the tiny apartment on the second floor and worked together in the shop every single day until age related health issues and the pandemic lock down  proved too much to handle. 
Ilya had bought the property as an investment opportunity the same week he’d purchased the house in the East End neighborhood. A well established, highly sought after commercial location on Main Street with the bonus addition of a short term rental in the same building was the perfect chance for some passive income, as well as a chance to make a first impression of generosity in their new community--Ilya had paid the asking price, the closing costs, and gave the elderly couple six months and plenty of help to slowly but surely move out. 
He’d had no intention of ever working in the bakery, no intention at all. The manager Alicia had been there for over fifteen years, she knew the recipes inside and out, could clean the place top to bottom in a pinch, had plenty of connections with families whose teenagers could use a summer job, and Ilya had fully intended to give her a pay raise and leave the day to day running of the place to her. 
But. Alicia had insisted Ilya at least learn the basic recipes so he could jump in and help if needed, the way a good owner would. She smacked his hands when he kneaded the bread too much and laughed until she snorted when a first use on the mixer ended with flour in Ilya’s hair, in his clothes, all over his face and hands and all over the nearest wall. She had an entire internal list of which items could be made by taste and texture and vibes, and which ones required strict adherence to the recipe and maybe a prayer to the gods, and she'd scolded Ilya up one way and right down the other the first time he eyeballed the honey then just dumped it into the bowl. 
Alicia was strictly stern in a motherly sort of way, always with her apron tied around her waist and alternating between hollering at the kids and teenagers for disrupting the cookie display, then gossiping with the teachers who came in for a quick snack on their breaks. The first time Ilya brought the girls in for a sweet treat, Alicia had strapped aprons around their little waists and set them up on stools to very seriously take on the ultra important task of adding chocolate chips to the cookie dough, and Ilya had decided right then and there to figure the whole baking thing out. 
He had very few memories of his Mama that weren’t dampened gray by her struggles, her depression, or her eventual passing, but Ilya definitely remembered baking with Irina when he was small. He remembered her bright red notebook and handwritten recipes, how she danced across the kitchen humming and singing and offering him taste tests of the bowl whenever he asked. Ilya remembered wearing too big aprons and wobbling on too tall stools, he remembered sweet treats and sticky fingers and messy counters and his Mama smiling a lot. 
Watching Nadya and Mariya haphazardly chuck handfuls of chocolate chips into a bowl of cookie dough that easily outweighed them both made Ilya smile, made him think that his Mama had smiled the same way watching him, and yeah right then and there, Ilya decided the bakery would be less of an investment and more of a job. 
It had taken months of work to update and modernize the kitchen, months more to add on to the tiny customer area so there was room for a handful of cafe tables and a large display table, and additional months for Ilya to learn the recipes alongside Alicia and to start attempting some of his own, but now, almost four years into the whole endeavor, the bakery was thriving. 
They made cinnamon rolls and pastries and scones for breakfast, sandwiches with fresh baked breads and salads for lunch time. There were soups for the chillier months and sometimes baked casseroles to deliver to the school when the teachers had training days and were stuck working over the weekends. Ilya took catering orders and never seemed to charge enough, because the money didn't matter all that much so long as the employees were paid, and the bakery donated to each and every community event. There were always gorgeous cupcakes and beautiful cakes for special order birthdays, and for the holidays, they made medovik and pryaniki and vatrushka and Ilya told the girls stories about their Grandmama Irina while listening to Christmas music. 
Ilya did a bit of everything in the bakery. Sometimes he was on the sandwich bar filling lunch orders or catering trays for high school sporting events. Sometimes he was behind the counter taking money and packaging up the fresh breads. Other times Ilya was in the back handling the baking, whipping frostings and portioning cupcakes and even taking on the occasional wedding cake, studying YouTube videos and ordering supplies and cursing up a storm in Russian as he tried to figure out how the fuck to pipe a frosting flower or how to color fondant without inadvertently staining his hands with food dye. 
Wearing an apron and figuring out the perfect ratio of cake to frosting was a far cry from breaking scoring records and winning a Cup, but so was putting twin girls to bed every night and learning to French braid hair, so it was just fine. 
Better than fine, it was fucking perfect. Ilya enjoyed every day of his life in Montbonne, especially when he walked through the door with Nadya and Mariya at his side and every customer and employee in the place called out with a greeting and a smile. 
The whole place felt like family. Felt like home. Ilya belonged in Montbonne and at the bakery more than he’d ever belonged in Russia, more than he’d ever belonged in Boston. In fact, the only time he’d ever even felt like he’d sort of belonged in Boston was when Shane would show up on his doorstep smiling and eager for a couple hours together, and that had had been infrequent and too short lived and too long ago...
As Ilya herded the girls through the bakery doors, he let himself wonder for all of about point-three seconds if his being in Montbonne would make it easier for Shane to call the place home like Shane had made it easier for Ilya to call Boston home… or if the unexpected, unintended reunion would ensure once the temporary coaching job was done, Shane would be done too. 
“Ilya!” Alicia called out from the baker’s table when she caught sight of him, and hustled her ample frame right up to the front of the store, squeezing around the counter and holding out both arms for a hug. “Welcome home!” 
“Rad tebya videt’ Alicia.” Ilya wheezed theatrically when she strangled him down into a bear hug, but wrapped both arms around her and hugged her right back. “Is good to see you. And so good to be home.” 
“Girls!” Alicia had never had any issue telling Mariya and Nadya apart. The twins had spent ages trying to fool her by switching clothes or Mariya pretending to stutter or Nadya mimicking her older sister’s attitude, but Alicia always clocked them immediately, and she didn’t even hesitate to scoop Mariya in, “Hullo Mayday!” and then cuddle Nadya close, “Sweet girl, how are you!” 
“Hi Alicia!” the girls chorused and Ilya laughed when Alicia promptly took their hands and steered them back behind the counter to pick through the cupcake display for a sweet treat. 
“So you are fine, then?” he checked in, rolling his eyes in good-natured defeat when Alicia waved him off already wholly uninterested in him now that she had the girls to chat with, and rolling his eyes harder when both Nadya and Mariya flashed him red velvet and frosting smeared grins. “Yes, you are fine. Alicia. Some lunch first at least? They had practice this morning and need to eat real food.”
“Alright then my darlings,” Alicia clapped her hands together. “Let’s finish our cupcakes, then go find a sandwich so you can tell me all about your summer with your grandpa, then we’ll have a cookie for dessert. Ilya!” she waved at him, “I was just starting inventory, but you’ll take that over since I’m busy, right?” 
“Of course.” Of course Ilya would take over inventory while the girls were spoiled to the point of sugar comas under Alicia’s doting care. He needed to look through the records for their summer sales anyway, needed to put some work into a winter menu and catering options for all the upcoming school and community events, he needed to not sit and obsess for hours over every single detail of every single second spent with Shane and he needed to not worry about how the spark had been gone from Shane’s eyes, how the years and the injury and recovery had erased the light in his smile.  
From Ilya: Did you know about Hollander taking the coach position with the girls team? 
From Sveta: No. 
From Sveta: But. The vice principal at school reached out to me about helping with some fundraising promotions a few weeks ago. She mentioned a rumor about Shane Hollander moving to Montbonne and wanted to know if I’d heard anything since I actively work with Montreal and a few of the other teams through the advertising firm.
From Sveta: I didn’t want to say anything to you just in case.
From Ilya: Just in case what?
From Sveta: Just in case it wasn’t true, I didn’t want you to be stressed.
From Ilya: Why would I be stressed.
From Sveta: Because you’ve spent the last ten years lying to yourself about still being in love with him while saving screenshots of his text messages? 
From Sveta: If I were you, I would be VERY stressed about the possibility of seeing Shane Hollander again. 
From Sveta: How does he look? 
From Ilya: Same. 
From Sveta: Beautiful? 
From Ilya: … yes. 
Ilya put his phone down and ran his hands through his hair. “Shit.”  
“Swear jar, Mr. Rozanov.” one of the summer hires– Brylie?-- laughed at him, and Ilya forced a smile in her direction before pulling a bill from his pocket and stuffing it in the swear jar Alicia had installed at the end of the prep table. 
“Enough of that.” Ilya left his phone in the back office so he wouldn’t get distracted by Svetlana’s brutally, bruisingly candid observations, the temptation of looking through the locked screenshot album or worse, the growing itchy urge to text Shane and ask to meet up.
After a summer away there was a pile of paperwork to do, a huge inventory to take, the winter menu to plan and that was a lot of work even when Ilya was at a hundred percent. When he was still jet lagged from the plane ride and honestly emotionally shredded after seeing Shane again, the to-do list of tasks felt impossible. But if he wasn’t busy, he’d be tempted to be reckless and stupid and nostalgic, so Ilya set his jaw, turned his music up and locked the fuck in.
It was fine. 
*****
Shane’s afternoon and evening in the cabin by the lake was markedly different than the brightly cheerful, comfortingly noisy hours Ilya and the twins spent at the cafe. 
Shane’s leg hurt after shuffling and sliding his way around the ice, and he was more tired than he’d been in a long time, mentally drained after meeting all the parents and kids and dealing with stacks of paperwork, emotionally wasted but definitely not dwelling on it after seeing Ilya again. 
He needed to eat, but didn’t want to. Common sense and ingrained habit told him to eat after exercising, to eat to stave off a stressful migraine, to eat so he could take a couple pain pills so he wasn’t gritting his teeth wincing with every step cos a lot of his pain was psychosomatic these days, but he still had a rebuilt knee and a rod down his leg and screws in his ankle so a lot of his pain was still very fucking real. 
Shane needed to eat, but the common sense reasons were overruled by the little voice in his head whispering about not exercising enough, about not moving enough, about how an hour of ice time wasn’t enough to justify the potential weight gain, he didn’t need three full meals a day when he was limping around not doing much of anything, he’d already gotten soft around the middle while counting calories and managing portions, the last thing he needed to do was make it all worse by finding excuses to eat more. 
Playing for Montreal had disguised Shane’s obsessive need to control his food intake behind research about specific diets, about maximum benefits from minimal calories and the science behind certain meats and grains, reworked revamped food groups and real life examples from across any number of sports who swore up and down that xyz changes to their diet had made them a better athlete. 
Mandatory medical retirement had stripped the convenient disguise of 'athletic dieting' right off, and these days Shane was staring down the proverbial barrel of a hell of an issue with his food, one that only seemed to get worse the longer he was off the ice, by himself, wasting away alone.
Sometimes he did okay. Sometimes he could compromise by counting calories and denying a snack and didn’t feel gross about it. 
Other times Shane was too exhausted to pep talk himself into fighting that voice in his head, so he just shook his head and let it win. 
A protein shake from the gas station was better than nothing, right? 
Right. 
Shane spread all the filled in paperwork across the sofa table in the living room and booted up his computer, sipping at the gritty, chemical tasting protein shake as he entered all the information into his spreadsheets. 
It was a useless exercise. Busy work and organization for the sake of busy work and organization. Something to do to fill the long hours before bed.
Coach Keeso was expected back at the end of the following week, and most of the information Shane had painstakingly gathered and was rapidly inputting was pointless to a man who’d coached kids hockey in the same town for decades. Coach Keeso already knew the parents and custody issues, he knew which position most of the kids played, the information on skate sizes was important, but the fun facts and notes Shane had jotted down about the girls wasn’t. 
Shane typed it all in anyway, focusing on the numbers and neatly filled boxes and creating a masterlist of contact information because anything was better than sitting there wondering if his phone was going to–
*brrrring! brrrrring!*
Shane’s phone rang loud in the cabin and he jumped, knocking his drink right over and only barely managing to grab his computer out of the way before the shake spilled all over the keyboard and table.
“Shit.” Shane hated that he wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved when the caller ID said ‘Dad’ instead of ‘Lily’. 
“Dad.” he put the phone on speaker and carried it with him to find paper towels for the protein shake spill. “Hey.” 
“Hey kiddo!” David Hollander answered jovially. “How are things!” 
“Uh. Things are fine.” Shane mopped up the mess one handed. “How are things for you guys?” 
“Did I catch you at a bad time?” David asked, and Shane frowned, “No? Why?” 
“It sounds real echoey, I thought maybe you were out running errands or with friends?” 
“Oh. No.” Shane dropped back onto the couch and took the call off speaker, tucking the phone to his ear. “No. I’m not out anywhere. Or with friends. It’s just echoey in here.” 
The cabin echoed because it was practically empty. Because there were no rugs on the hardwood floors and very little furniture to muffle any noise. Because Shane kept the huge wall of windows uncovered, the thick curtains pushed to the side so he could always see the woods and the lake. Because it was an open concept, high ceilinged, hardly lived in mostly vacant space, and Shane hadn’t had the mental or physical energy to do anything other than the necessary repairs to make it functional. 
“Oh good, you’re home! Does that mean you have a minute to talk?” 
“I’m at the cabin, yeah.” The cabin wasn’t home. It was just… a cabin. 
“I can talk.” Shane wondered when it had gotten difficult to talk to his Dad, wondered when a quick chat felt like it took more out of him than an entire session of physical therapy. 
“What um–” he rubbed at his eyes. “What’s up?” 
“Nothing new, you know how it is around here.” David told him passively. “Your mom’s as busy as ever and I’m driving her nuts being home all the time. She says I’m in the way and I said, ‘Yuna my love, you told me to retire, so I retired’ and then she squawks at me to find a project and quit hovering over her shoulder.” 
“Yeah, that sounds like Mom.” Shane offered half heartedly, and David plunged right into the next subject, “Say, how’s the remodel going? Moving right along?” 
“It’s…” Shane looked around the mostly empty cabin, at the kitchen cabinets that were sturdy but needed a new coat of stain, the baseboard that needed replaced, the squeaky doors and bathroom that desperately needed updated. “...moving. Sure. I’ve got a few things checked off my list.” 
“It would go alot faster with a second pair of hands.” David offered. “Why don’t I drive on up there and help?” 
“Dad–” 
“Your mom’s gonna divorce me if I don’t get outta her hair and it would be nice to get out of the city for a while.” 
“Mom’s not gonna divorce you, you’ve been doing all the cooking for forty years.” Shane smiled a tiny bit. “She’d starve without you, she only knows like three recipes and none of them are very great."
“Kiddo, I thought so too, but then she downloaded something called DoorDash? And now my cooking skills have been outsourced.” he sounded downright flabbergasted by the whole thing, and Shane smiled another tiny bit. “Well other than remodeling, what else have you been up to?” 
“Not much.” Shane didn’t want to tell his Dad about coaching. He knew David would be thrilled about it, would want to talk about it, would probably have some crazy story from that one very short lived attempt at coaching Shane’s summer rec league, and all the good intentioned, well meaning, positive, supportive encouragement would be too much too much against the scraped raw emotion of the already hectic day. “Still doing my yoga. Reading alot. Working on the cabin. That’s about it.” 
“Your mom wanted me to mention,” David changed subjects again, maybe because he’d thought of something important, more than likely because he knew his son very well and could tell even over the phone when Shane was struggling, so he kept the conversation moving quick so Shane didn’t feel too on the spot for too long. “You remember the plot of land that went up for sale a few miles from our summer house? The one right there on the lake?” 
“I remember.”
“Turns out, those people who put in the higher offer and snagged it from you a all those years ago are having to sell it!” Papers rustled on the other end of the line as David searched for the listing. “Here it is. Yeah. Couple acres, lakefront property. They put in a well, a new septic system and installed one of those real nice docks, but never managed to put a house on there, so they’re selling it as an improved lot. Not too bad of a price either, all things considered. It might be worth a look.” 
“I just bought the cabin, Dad.” Shane pointed out, but David countered, “I know, but it didn’t set you back much and you could always call it an investment. Put the repair work in, then write it off as a rental property. You don’t have any country vacation rentals, you know. Just the handful of apartments in Montreal and that one condo in Boston, you could market the cabin as a summer retreat, then build that cottage you always wanted on the lake property.” 
David waited a beat, then added, “You had plans drawn up and everything for the cottage, didn’t you?” 
“Yeah.” Shane still had both the physical blueprints and the 3D rendered design the architect had given him for the summer home, dream home, million dollar cottage he’d wanted to build. But then someone else had bought the land he wanted. Then he'd gotten lost in his head and lost in his broken heart and lost in his career. Then the world had shut down for Covid. Then he’d gotten busy and busier and then he’d gotten hurt.
Then nothing much mattered anymore, so whatever. 
“I could send you the listing if you want.” David offered when Shane went quiet. “Couldn’t hurt to look at it, right?” 
“Right.” Nope. Wouldn’t hurt to be reminded yet again of what Shane had intended his life to be versus what it was. “That’s fine, yeah. Send it over. Couldn’t hurt.” 
“I’ll do that right away.” David hesitated. “You sure you don’t want me to drive on up and give you a hand with some of those repairs? I wouldn’t mind the work, and your mom would appreciate the break. I hear Montbonne is a real pretty little place–” 
“Dad.” Shane said very quietly, and David answered very quietly, “Okay. Alright, then.” and after another beat, “Love you, kiddo.” 
“Yeah.” Shane tilted his head back, trying to to breathe through the lump in his throat and weight of everything he was keeping locked inside his chest. “I love you too, Dad.” 
The cabin felt emptier once the phone call disconnected. Quieter. The place wasn’t very big, but Shane felt very small sitting alone on the couch with only the light from his computer warding off the creeping dark of late evening outside the big windows. 
“Fuck.” Shane rubbed his knees, up and down his leg, then picked his phone back up and opened a new text message. 
From Jane: ... ... ...
One minute. Two minutes. Five minutes. Shane stared at the empty message box and the little blinking cursor for what felt like forever before giving up, putting his phone down, and going to see if a long shower would shake the chill settling into his bones. 
Shane didn’t realize he’d left the message chain open. 
He crawled into bed for a night of tossing and turning and never saw the three dots from Lily’s side of the screen blinking blinking blinking as way over on the East end of Montbonne, Ilya sat stress smoking one of his super secret cigarettes and waited waited waited for the three blinking dots from Jane to materialize into a real message. 
*****
Monday was another practice. The majority of parents dropped their kiddo off and went to run errands for the house now that they’d met the coach and knew the girls were comfortable. A few parents stayed, finding spots in the bleachers to sit and watch and catch up with one another. 
Ilya stayed. Shane managed a small wave and smile into the stands to acknowledge the parents, but couldn’t manage to look right at Ilya and hoped it wasn’t obvious to anyone who might be looking. 
“Kay team. Today we’re going to practice putting on our gear.” Shane had texted asking the parents to bring all the gear, but not get the girls dressed, and he directed the kids to spread out on the rubber matted floor between the ice and the locker rooms with their bags close by. 
“I know most of you know how to get dressed to play.” he assured them. “But some of you up from the U7 league are used to your parents helping with alot of it, and a couple of you have brand new gear this year so dealing with new fastens and stiff pads can be sorta tough. We’re going to take everything out of our bags and learn the right names for it, then I have a couple games to play, a few races to see who can get their pads on the fastest. If anyone needs any help, I'm right here to help, okay?” 
The girls were collectively less than thrilled about having to wait to get on the ice, but when Shane pulled out a bulk sized bag of candy as a reward for right answers, they were much more attentive to his explanations about each piece of gear and why it was necessary on the ice. 
“You don’t get dressed for practice.” one of the girls pointed out when Shane dug into his own bag and held up his pair of hockey pants, and he smiled thinly, “No, I don’t.” 
“So how do you know how to put this all on?” she wanted to know and Shane had a funny moment of remembering he was really just Shane Hollander in Montbonne and specifically just Coach to the girls, so of course they doubted whether or not he knew what he was talking about. 
“I have gotten fully dressed to practice and play a game about a billion times in my life.” he winked at her. “Promise.” 
“I dunno…” she twisted the end of her braid around her finger doubtfully. “A billion is a lot.” 
“I promise I’ve played a lot of hockey.” Shane held up a different piece. “Who can tell me what this is?” 
“Neckguard!” came a chorus of voices and he nodded, “And why do we wear a neck guard?” 
“So we don’t get sliced!” Mariya shouted and Nadya added, “Or h-hurt with sticks.” 
“Exactly that.” Shane tossed them both a piece of candy, then clapped his hands. “Okay. Is that everything? Everybody’s bags are empty? First race is laying out all our gear on the ground exactly the way you’d wear it. Skates, socks, hockey pants, everything. Ready? Go!” 
It had been a long time since Shane had been in the U9 division, but he did remember the first practice of most rec league seasons starting with a gear check. It was partly so the coach could make sure the kids could get dressed without any assistance, and partly to could see if any of the players needed anything replaced, and maybe direct their parents to a good quality second hand store or any of the scholarship funds that existed for the younger divisions. 
Shane followed the same line of thought for his practice, too. Most of the girls had decent quality gear, Mariya and Nadya’s looked brand new which wasn’t a surpris, and Nychele was missing a couple pieces from her bag. Everyone had skates, though Shane had already noted six who needed new sizes and the sticks were all more or less banged up and worn out. He only had to help a couple girls get into their pads, lacing up skates was tough even for bigger kids so he made quick work of helping everyone tie in, and he rapped his knuckles at each helmet, “Do you feel that? Does it hurt? Is this too loose?” and kept count of any answer that meant the helmet wasn’t doing it’s job. 
New jerseys hadn’t arrived for the team since the official start of the season was still a couple weeks off, but Shane motioned for the parents in the bleachers to applaud and cheer once all the girls were suited up, laced up, proudly sporting all their different jerseys from last year or older siblings or from their favorite professional team, then he told the girls, “Line up by the ice and lets get a first team picture okay?” 
It took a baffling amount of time for the girls to get bunched together, looking in the same direction and smiling at the same time so Shane could take some pictures with his phone, but for once, Shane didn’t mind the delay and the chaos and disorder. The girls were all laughing and lit up smiling, shoving at one another playfully and fussing about who got to stand where because of age or how tall they were. Bailey wanted to lounge dramatically in the front while Nadya and Mariya wanted to pose like super spies and secret agents and yes, it took a baffling amount of time to get everyone sorted, but the pictures turned out great and Shane grinned at his phone while scrolling through them. 
“Go on over there, Coach!” Maggie’s mom called down from the bleachers. “You should be in the picture too!” 
“Oh he should! Someone hop down there and take a picture with Coach Hollander in there too!” 
“Coach, get in the picture!” 
“I got it.” Ilya climbed down from the stands when he saw Shane hesitate, holding up his phone and waving Shane towards the team, “Go. I will take picture.” 
“Uh.” Shane couldn’t help but go tense when Ilya showed up close too close at his side. “I um–” 
“Come on, Coach.” Ilya was close enough to see the barest blush of pink fill in under Shane’s freckles at the emphasis and proximity. “Go stand with your team.” 
“Okay.” Shane shook off the split second freeze and hurried over to squeeze in behind the girls. “Okay. Everybody ready? Everybody smiling?” 
“Everyone say, ‘Coach is Doofus’.” Ilya instructed, and snapped the picture right as the girls cracked up laughing, half of them shouting, half of them twisting around to see Shane’s startled expression. He snapped another one, another one, a dozen more as Shane finally laughed at the girls, as he kept urging them to turn back to the camera for a real picture, as they all finally managed to be cheesing it up grinning while Shane stood behind them with a small, proud smile. 
It was a good picture. Maybe an amazing picture.
“Send it to us!” Nychele’s mom urged, and Ilya opened the team group chat to send a few of the best ones, then while the parents were exclaiming and laughing over the girls being so funny, Ilya opened a different text message and sent the one of the girls laughing while Shane looked so caught off guard directly to Jane. 
From Lily: Breaking News. U9 girls team declares Shane Hollander ‘Doofus’. Sources confirm: true. 
Ilya was watching close enough to clock the exact instant Shane realized one of the notifications on his phone was from Lily. He saw the stressed tick in Shane’s jaw and then the minute confusion at the picture message and then briefly, barely Ilya caught a glimpse of Shane’s smile lighting into his dark eyes for a very quick second. 
Shane didn’t text back. Ilya hadn’t really expected him to. Ilya also didn’t expect Nychele’s mom to come close enough to put her hand at Shane’s arm and smile up at him while practically purring something in French, and oh that very abruptly sucked. 
It sucked worse when Shane replied in French right back. Ilya thought he remembered just about everything about Shane, but he had apparently forgotten how well Shane spoke the language, smooth and melodic and with a little smile tilting the corner of his mouth cos he enjoyed it so much
Nychele came running up to chirp in her own opinions, and Ilya had no business feeling shut out locked out of a conversation that didn't involve him, but he did. Shane had been smiling down at Ilya's text message for an all too quick split second, but now Nychele and her admittedly beautiful mom were hanging onto Shane, chatting with him in a language Ilya didn’t understand and Shane was smiling at them. 
Ilya felt stupid about it. Prickly and on edge and stupid for feeling so rebuffed by something that had nothing to do with him at all. 
“Where did you get that, Nadya?” 
Too busy trying and mostly failing to not be jealous, too busy trying and mostly failing to deny that he was jealous, Ilya missed Nychele and her mom leaving, and jolted back to the moment surprised when Shane switched back to English to ask Nadya, “Is that a unicorn cupcake with glitter frosting?”
“Mmhmm.” Nadya had glittery frosting all around her mouth and even on her nose from her attempt at eating all the blue and purple frosting in one bite, and she was entirely pleased with herself smiling up at Shane, “F-from Daddy’s sh-shop. He mmmade it.”
“Your Dad has a bakery?” Shane slanted Ilya a curious look, “You have a bakery?”
“Yes. I own bakery and cafe in town.” Ilya pulled a couple napkins from his coat pocket and shoved them at Nadya, “Fix your face Nadyushka.”
“The one downtown?” Shane couldn’t help a little chuckle when Nadya’s dutiful fixing of her face only smeared purple frosting further up her cheek. “By the park.”
“Yes.” Ilya sighed at the mess. “Nadya, finish fast then go clean up in bathroom. You are a disaster. I will have to put you in washing machine.” 
“I’m n-not as bad as sister.” She informed him pertly. “Hers g-got in h-her hair.”
“Oh bozhe moy.” Having to wash frosting from Mariya’s wild curls was the very last thing Ilya wanted to do for once they were home, but he nodded wearily, “Is my fault for leaving cupcakes unguarded on bleachers. Okay. Finish, then clean up. and we will go. Tell Masha no more in her hair or I will shave her bald.”
“Okay, Daddy.” Nadya whipped right around and bellowed towards her sister, “We’re gonna—gonna shave you b-bald!”
Ilya turned back to see if he could salvage what was left of the stilted conversation and stretch it into something a little more meaningful or at the very least mildly friendly, but paused when he found Shane staring at him, brows furrowed and lips parted like he was debating whether or not to ask a question. 
“What?” Ilya prompted when Shane didn’t say anything. “Tell me. What is it?” 
“I just um.” Shane looked away. Ilya missed the eye contact immediately. “You have kids, now.” 
“Yes.” 
“And you make pretty cupcakes at the cute little bakery and cafe you own.” 
“Yes.” Ilya waited, but Shane didn’t say anything else, only gathered up his clipboard and headed for his office. 
“Shane.” Ilya should have let it go. For the sake of his own sanity and pride, and for the sake of the distance and walls and boundaries Shane fully deserved to keep up, Ilya should have let it go. 
But, “Shane.” He followed after Shane for a few steps, jogging to catch up. “What? What is it?” 
“It’s nothing.” Shane glanced at the rink, at the open doors for the Zamboni, at his office, at his clipboard, at his feet, anywhere except at Ilya for a frustrating several seconds before he finally set his jaw and lifted his head. “I never would have thought this would be you. That’s all.” 
“Me?” Ilya knew exactly what Shane was trying to say, but he asked anyway, gave the conversation another opening to keep going for a few more sentences, “What does that mean?” 
“I mean.” Shane looked at the rink, the Zamboni, his feet. Drummed his fingers at his thigh. Chewed the inside of his cheek. He wasn’t as good at masking as he used to be, and he’d never been very good at masking around Ilya so the anxious fidgety twitch was painfully obvious. 
“When I used to think about us at this age.” He shook his head. “Not us. But you know, being at this point in life in general. You with kids and a bakery wasn’t uh–- wasn’t anywhere on the radar.”             
“Ah.” Ilya nodded. “Yes. I did not think so either."
“But me teaching U9 girls hockey instead of winning another Cup wasn’t anywhere on the radar either, so I guess it doesn’t really matter.” Shane headed for his office, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll see the girls on Thursday.” 
“Okay.” Ilya blew out a loud breath and nodded. “See you Thursday.” 
****
From Hayden: Hey Shane-o, just checking in. Jackie wants you to come for dinner next time you’re out of the deep dark woods and back in civilization. The girls miss Weirdly Enthusiastic About Aquariums Uncle Shane. 
From Hayden: Been a few weeks since I heard from you, just want to make sure everything’s okay. I know everything’s not okay, but at least let me know you’re alive. 
From Hayden: Tried calling but it dropped to voicemail. If I was a girl I’d be heart broken thinking you were ghosting me but since you’re my best friend, I’m just worried. Let me hear from you. 
From Hayden: Love ya, bud.
“This is Shane Hollander.” Shane picked up his phone when it rang, mostly because it was a number he didn’t recognize. Hayden had called, his Mom had called, the assistant coach from the Metros had called and Shane ignored all of them. He didn’t want to talk to anyone who knew he was fucking drowning most days, but he picked up when a number and zip code he didn’t recognize flashed across his screen. 
“Shane! Hi! This is Magali Keeso, I’m Coach Keeso’s wife?” 
“Yes ma’am.” Shane put his book down and straightened up on his bed. “Hi. What can I do for you?” 
“Well, Rachel told me you were just about the sweetest thing, stepping in to coach in his absence and I wanted to ask if you don’t mind staying on another week or so? The Coach can’t wait to get home, but we want to do a few more appointments in the city with the doctor to make sure he’s going to get back to a hundred percent.” 
“Oh.” Shane had meant to say no the first time Rachel had asked him to help, but he’d said yes then and he said, “Yeah. Uh, of course.” on the phone with Mrs. Keeso. “Happy to stay on, yeah.” 
“You really are a sweetie, aren’t you? And how fun for the girls to get a real life hockey legend to coach them! I’m sure it’s a big change from winning the Cup to teaching seven year olds how do basic drills, but I’ve gotten calls from a few parents who say their girls are having the best time!” 
“You know, I’m having a pretty good time too.” Shane answered honestly. “The kids are great and it’s nice to–”
To exist. To smile. To remember what it felt like to enjoy hockey in it’s most simple elements. To not have nightmares about getting on the ice anymore. 
“Nice to slow down a little.” he finished after a beat. “After everything.” 
“Oh of course!” she agreed enthusiastically. “Of course! Lord knows I understand that sort of thing, half the reason we’re in and out of the doctors right now is cos Coach never bothered to slow down even once in his life!!” 
“It’s hard to stop, yeah.” Easier to stop, Shane supposed, when retirement came by way of age rather than by way of shattered bones and hospital bills. “Just um. Keep me posted? Or if you get ahold of Rachel, she can let me know a timeline?"
“Sure thing, Coach Hollander. Thank you again.” 
“Tell Coach Keeso to get well soon.” Shane had never even met the man, but standing in the Coach’s shoes, standing on his rink with his team and his clipboard, he felt like maybe he knew Coach Keeso at least a little bit.  “We’re all rooting for him.” 
“Will do, hon.” 
By practice the following week, word had spread that Shane was staying on for another handful of practices and most of the parents stopped in after dropping the girls off to shake Shane’s hand and thank him, to pat him on the back and encourage him, to press at his arm or his hand and invite him to dinner with the family now that he was sticking around. 
Matilde quietly offered to cook Shane dinner at her house while Nychele was at a birthday party sleepover for a friend from school. 
Shane returned handshakes and leaned into pats at his shoulder and politely suggested maybe to most of the dinner invites, then smiled but shook his head and murmured, “Merci, but that probably isn't a good idea.” to Matilde who pouted playfully at being turned down but winked, “Another time then, hm Coach?” and went to help Nychele lace up her skates. 
“She likes you.” Ilya told himself, told himself, fucking told himself to not join Shane against the boards, to not stand close enough for their shoulders to bump, to definitely not say anything that might come across snarky and jealous about Matilde, but he quite simply couldn’t help it. 
“Who’s that? Who likes me?” Shane didn’t care. Ilya stood close enough for Shane to notice his cologne, and all that ran through Shane’s mind for a fractured few seconds was how goddamn good he smelled. 
“Mrs. Belanger.” Ilya sounded positively petulant about it. “She likes you.” 
“Hm.” Shane didn’t react to the news with much more than a hum. “How’s it going for you and the girls? How was your weekend?”
“Uh.” Ilya paused. “Fine?” 
“What?” Shane asked a hint defensively. “I can’t how how you guys are doing?” 
“No, is just,” Ilya spread his hands vaguely. “I expected you to walk away. Usually I say a thing, you walk away.” 
“Usually?” Shane retorted skeptically and Ilya fired back, “Yes. Three weeks you do practice, three weeks when I talk to you, usually you walk away.” 
“So what, you’re saying I’ve been a dick to you for three weeks?” 
Ilya shrugged a little. Smiled a little. Finally getting a rise out of Shane after several practices passing in silence or very minimal conversation or yes, Shane literally sometimes just turning around and walking away felt like a victory.
...was counting tiny interactions with his once upon a time not really boyfriend but maybe his first real love any sort of victory?
“You are not as nice as you used to be.” he finally said and that time Shane shrugged a little, smiled a little, “Actually, I was never as nice as everyone thought, I was just quiet all the time and people assumed I was polite."
Ilya laughed out loud in surprise at the snark, and Shane had to clear his throat and look away so he didn’t visibly shiver from it. 
Fuck. 
“The bakery has Ilya Vetrov listed as the owner.” Shane changed the subject away from what had almost felt like a friendly hint of achingly familiar teasing. “You don’t go by Rozanov anymore?” 
“Svetlana and I hyphenated our last names.” Ilya took the subject change in stride. “Girls and Sveta are Vetrova-Rozanova, and I am Vetrov-Rozanov. The girls use Svetlana's last name and for a while when working on citizenship, I used hers too."
“Invisible, right?” Shane guessed, and Ilya nodded, “Yes. Is so private here. No one talks, no one cares, maybe they know who I am, maybe they don’t, but does not change how they treat me or the girls.” 
Then, “Same for you, right? Everywhere else you are Shane Hollander, record breaker and super star but here you are only Shane. Only… Coach.” 
“Coach. Yep.” the double doors opened one more time to admit the last girl and Shane straightened up from the boards to wave at her and her parents. “Nobody cares who I used to be. They’re just happy to have someone on the ice with a whistle.” 
“Bonus points, maybe.” Ilya took a chance and nudged him with his elbow. “If the person with the whistle is one of the best to ever play the game?” 
“I dunno about the best ever.” The compliment made Shane smile, then made him flinch. It had taken so long to become the best, but losing his place at the top had been so devastatingly fast it still made him nauseous. “I ate at the cafe a couple times when I first moved here. Before my kitchen was useable.” 
“Was it good?” Ilya let that subject change go by, too. “What did you have?” 
“I don’t remember.” Shane hadn’t eaten most of his food. The sandwich had been towering tall, stacked with veggies and made with some delicious spread, but he’d only managed a few bites before his stomach and mind and insecurities had twisted up clamoring loud. “It was good, I just don’t remember what it was.” 
“Hm.” Ilya caught a flicker of something in Shane’s expression, something maybe hesitation, maybe lying, maybe embarrassment. Huh. “You have not been back?” 
“My kitchen’s fixed.” was all the answer Shane gave. “I thought the older lady behind the counter owned the bakery, though.” 
“Alicia.” Ilya shifted to look at the ice if only so he wasn’t standing so close with his head turned staring at Shane. “She was there for old owners, too. Bakery is probably more hers than mine, but my name on the lease, so.” he sighed overly loud as if plagued by the responsibility, “I have to pay all bills even if she is the boss.” 
“Seems about right.” Shane high-fived Bailey as she scooted past. “You know, you talk a lot more now. More than you used to.” 
“Maybe.” Ilya darted a look his way, but Shane was focused on the girls circling center ice ready for practice to start. “Or maybe we just never had time to talk much before. Too busy with other things or maybe choosing not to talk?”  
“Yeah.” Shane stepped onto the ice, and closed the door firmly between them. “Maybe.” 
*****
“You don’t wear your skates.” Another practice, another moment when Ilya couldn’t help staying late to let the girls play around a little more so he could steal a moment or two with Shane. 
“No.” Shane tensed when Ilya climbed the bleachers to sit next to him, and he mentally scolded himself to cut it out. He needed to be a fucking adult about the whole stupid situation. Ilya wasn’t Ilya anymore, not the way he’d been way back when. He was a parent on Shane’s team, that was all and that was it, and Shane needed to stop being so goddamn weird about the situation. 
Ten years. Life had moved on. Ilya had very obviously moved on in every conceivable way. Everything was different, but Ilya was managing to be polite and friendly, so Shane could handle it too, it was fine. 
“No.” he tried again, hoping he didn’t sound so uptight bitchy about it that time. “I don’t.” 
“Why not?” Ilya lounged back against the bench behind them, elbows propped and legs spread comfortably. “Hard to coach if you are always in shoes.” 
“I think it’s working okay.” Shane deflected. “And it’s only temporary, so–” 
“Shane.” Ilya lolled his head sideways to fix him with a look. “Why don’t you wear skates?” 
“Okay, fine." He fixed Ilya with a look right back, meeting his gaze head on and stating bluntly, "Because I still wear a brace on my knee for stability and it restricts my movement pretty bad. Because having to get my ankle screwed back together changed the shape of my foot and my skates fit weird. Because  I have a rod in my leg holding my tibia together. Because if I fuck up and refracture anything or somehow make it all worse, I’ll probably never be able to skate or even walk right again.” 
“Ah.” the rapid fire explanation of everything hurt made Ilya’s heart squeeze in sympathy, but the Shane Hollander he’d known had never wanted an ounce of sympathy from anyone, so he only pursed his lips and clicked his tongue, goading, “I see. You are fraidy-cat. Scared to fall.” 
Shane’s mouth dropped open, a jolt of fury flashing in his eyes and Ilya immediately held up both hands with an apologetic grimace, “Sorry. Sorry. I did not mean to be– I did not–” he shook his head. “I do not know how to talk to you anymore. I thought–” 
“You can talk to me like a parent talking to their kids’ coach, because that’s how I’m trying to talk to you.” Shane bit out tersely. “You’re the parent. I’m the coach. That’s it. End of story.” 
Shane went back to writing on his clipboard, pressing the pen at the paper almost hard enough to tear as he fought for a measure of self control so he wouldn’t scream… or maybe sob. 
He’d been fed up with sympathy and pity and everyone being sorry sorry sorry for him, but Jesus Christ, being called out fraidy cat scared was humiliating and infuriating and– and—
–and right. 
Fuck. Ilya was right. 
“I’m sorry.” Ilya said again, soft and honest and nudging his foot over until he could very lightly tap at Shane’s shoe. “I was not trying to be mean. Or not very mean at least. You used to challenge it. Being called scared. I did not think you would want any pity from me, so I was trying to–” 
"It’s fine.” Shane kept writing, forcing himself through the notes even though his hands were shaking, vision blurring at the corners with the threat of angry, embarrassed tears. “Besides, you're right."
He moved his foot away from Ilya’s and stood up, didn’t look at Ilya as he climbed down the bleachers to get back to the floor. “I don't want pity and I am scared to fall. Really fucking terrified, actually. So thanks for pointing that out.” 
“Shane–” 
“The girls can hang out for another twenty minutes of ice time if they want, but I’m gonna go to the office and log practice records.” Shane kept walking. “I’ll see you next week.” 
“Sure.” Ilya ran a hand through his hair and down his face, breathing out a frustrated curse. “See you next wekk.” 
****
Sunday night, after he’d had spent all day learning how to redo the plumbing in the leaky bathroom sink, after he’d ignored calls from both his parents and another one from Hayden, after the water in the sink ran hot and cold like it was supposed to and didn’t get clogged up in the drain, after he’d choked down most of a lunch and a few bites of dinner because he had to eat before he passed out–
–-Sunday night, after a busy and mostly productive day of not thinking about anything personal or important or Ilya, Shane pulled his skate bag from the top of the closet for the first time in a very long time, and tossed it in the back seat of the car to head into town.
Sundays in Montbonne were church days or family days, and everything pretty much shut down right around sunset so retail workers and restaurant staff could have some downtime before the hustle and bustle of the week started up again, and there were no cars on the road, no one at the Montbonne community ice rink when Shane turned into the parking lot and pulled right up to the side entrance. 
He unlocked the door and slipped inside the empty building, but didn't turn on any of the overhead switches. The only light available was from the emergency lights high above the ice, and the entire place was quiet, Rachel’s office on the second floor locked up and dark, the blinds at Shane’s office drawn, the Zamboni put away and silent. 
It took a long time, too much time, for Shane to get his skates on. Just holding them again felt weird, had they always been so heavy? Fitting his shattered foot into the stiff boot felt wrong, had it always been so uncomfortable? His fingers trembled pulling the thick laces, the first attempt at standing made him wobble and he hated that, and for a very long time, too much time, Shane stood motionless in his skates simply staring at the glistening ice a few feet in front of him. 
Then the door in the boards opened with a cha-chunk that echoed through the eerily quiet building, and Shane took a breath, took a breath, took a breath and stepped out onto the ice. 
Slow, he moved slow. Pushing off his good leg and gliding holding his breath until he found his balance. He hesitated before putting weight on his knee, had to brace himself for the first slow turn, was mortified to reach out for the boards when he wobbled.
Slow and slow, Shane moved slow for an entire turn around the rink and then he thought, “Fuck this.” 
Shane stopped at the door and closed his eyes, whispering harsh, “Fuck this.” 
He pushed off the boards and headed for center ice and said out loud, “Fuck this!” and made himself skate. Made himself move. It was all muscle memory, it was all reflexes, Shane had been skating since he could walk, he wasn’t about to slow crawl his way around the rink, fuck it and fuck that, absolutely fucking not. 
“Come on, Hollander.” he chastised himself as he sped up. “Stop being such a fucking pussy.” 
“Come on, come on.” It felt so good to stretch, to sink into the beautifully familiar rhythm, to wake his muscles up and stop overthinking it all so his body could take over and move. “Push it, come on.” 
“Here we go.” Shane took the corner fast, took the next one faster, smiling first a little and then a lot when he heard the swush-swush of the blades on the ice, the slight scrape when he leaned into an edge. The lines on the ice flashed by beneath his feet, goal, blue line, center, blue line, goal and Shane counted them as he passed by. The face off circles made for perfect figure eights and Shane couldn’t help grinning when he bent into the curves enough to touch his fingers to the ice, then switched and went the other direction on the next circle, cautious on his knee but not willing to baby it, not willing to baby himself anymore. 
Oh, he’d missed skating, holy shit. He'd missed it, missed it, missed it. 
Ilya was heading home after a last minute grocery shop run with the girls when he saw Shane’s car at the rink, the side door propped open, and he turned into the parking lot before he’d even consciously decided to do so, just cranked the wheel left and made Mariya and Nadya squeal when they almost fell over in the backseat. 
“Sorry, sorry.” Ilya apologized as he whipped into the spot right next to Shane’s vehicle and threw the car in park. “Get your books and read for a few minutes. I will be right back, okay? Two minutes only. Lock the doors, listen to music, I will be right back.” 
He left the car running and the radio playing, and Mariya obediently locked the doors as soon as Ilya got out. He blew them both a quick kiss, then ducked through the side door and jogged down the short hall to get closer to the ice, stopping in the shadows of the bleachers to crane his head around and look. 
“Look at you go.” he whispered when he saw Shane skating. He hadn’t been sure why Shane was at the rink so late, hell Ilya hadn’t even been sure what he would say if he walked in and Shane was doing paperwork in the office. There was no reasonable explanation for why he was there being nosy at seven o clock at night, but the risk of being caught and faced with Shane’s annoyance was well worth the sight of Shane skating. Well worth the sight of Shane smiling. 
He was moving well on the ice, moving faster than Ilya would have expected after so long inactive, leaning into the corners with no hesitation and lengthening out his strides between the blue lines. He was grinning, whistling a little, visibly thrilled to be back on the ice and Shane looked amazing at it,  hair blowing back from his face and highlighting the flush in his cheeks, his shirt clinging to his chest and shoulders. loose sweats molding to his legs. Ilya had the oddest flash of recognition– he knew that body and that frame and those muscles– followed by a jolt of heat because Shane was bigger than he’d been back before, filled out and thick through his chest and arms, maybe the tiniest bit soft at his stomach, but still big and broad and looking strong and Ilya’s mouth went dry, his fingers flexing with the long buried urge to touch.
Fuck, Hollander… 
Then. 
“Shit!” Shane tried to turn around, tried to switch and skate backwards but his left leg lagged and his knee balked at the quick pivot. His skate caught on the ice and he fell hard, went down hard, slamming into the unforgiving ice and sliding a few feet before managing to stop. “Goddamnit! Damn it!” 
Ilya grabbed at one of the support struts showing under the bleacher and did not let himself move. His first instinct was to run out and check on Shane cos a fall without pads was bad enough, a fall with a fucked up leg could be a helluva lot worse, but he grabbed for the steel support strut and didn't let himself move, standing still and muttering under his breath into the dark rink, “Come on, Hollander. Come on. Get up. Get up.” 
“C-come on Hollander.” Shane’s whole body was on fire but he pushed up to his knees, got back to his feet and dragged in a choppy breath, “Come on. Get it together. You can do it. Come on.” 
“Come on.” Ilya whispered and Shane breathed out a shaky curse, set his jaw and ordered himself, “Come on, Hollander. Keep skating. Let’s go. Let’s go. Jesus Christ, come on.” 
Shane kept going. Kept skating. Didn’t let the fall scare him. He could do it, he was fine, he was gonna do it. 
“Good job, Shane.” Ilya whispered quiet quiet quiet, then smiled just once, tiny and proud and emotional before hurrying back out the side door to get to his car and the girls still waiting to get home and get some dinner. 
*****
That night after Ilya put the girls to bed and settled in to his favorite spot on the comfortable couch to catch up on his TV shows, there was a text from Jane on his phone, an almost two week late reply to the picture message about the team calling Shane a doofus. 
From Jane: Sources suspect local asshole of corrupting the team, ie: encouraging the ‘doofus’ name calling. Ilya Rozanov listed as top suspect. 
It was timestamped almost an hour previous, a couple hours after Ilya had snuck into the rink to watch Shane skate, and most likely after Shane had gotten home.
It was good. Funny. Encouraging like Shane wasn’t crippled with pain after falling on the ice or brokenhearted defeated because he couldn’t skate like he used to. 
Ilya checked the time, re read the message, and the little notification at the bottom about Shane having notifications silenced, then scratched his nose a few times and sent a reply anyway, typing quick before he lost his nerve.
From Lily: No, is lie. Liar told you that. 
In the morning, a text came back:
From Jane: Hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the DNA results were conclusive. You’re the asshole.
“Daddy!” Mariya was FaceTiming with Svetlana when the notification chimed, and she yelled for her Dad, “You got a text from Jane!”
“Spasibo, Masha.” Ilya took the phone, warning an immediately overly interested Svetlana, “Do not say anything about anything.” as he minimized her window to check the text.
“Jane is texting you?” Her smile was curious. Hopeful. “And?”
“And is nothing. Just stupid joke.” Ilya tried to deny, but Svetlana shook her head, eyes wide, “Ilyushka?
“Maybe is something.” He finally admitted. “At least, it is nice to talk again.” 
“You never did much of that before, did you?”
“No.” 
“Just be careful with your heart, my love.” She cautioned and he tapped his lips twice in a kiss for her, “No worries.” then handed the phone back to Mariya so he could help Nadya with her hair. 
From Lily: I demand retest. This is slander. False accusation will ruin my angel reputation.
From Jane: *picture of pile of coins* Here’s a quarter. Call somebody who gives a fuck.
Ilya grinned when he saw the snarky, sassy, so familiar Shane reply. 
Maybe it sort of was… something. 
****
Chapter Notes: 
I'm really obsessed with Hollanov's first impressions of each other in this chapter. They're both sure the other one dressed up to impress them when really its just Ilya being unbearably attractive living his best soft Dad life and Shane being unintentionally sexy all moody and dressed in black. It's so opposite of how they were in early canon-- Ilya in mostly black or showing alot of skin, Shane in layers bundled up all the time-- and I love the thing like, they are insanely attracted to each other at all stages of life? 
Writing the coaching/practice scenes was so fun. I am obsessed with the twins obviously, but watching Shane smile more and sink so easily into the coaching thing, finding joy in the small parts of hockey again is so healing. Absolutely killing me how it's so hard for him to talk to his parents or Hayden or anyone who knows him, he just wants to disappear. 
I have big feelings for Shane's issues with food. Alot of that moving forward in the fic will reflect my own eating disorder issues so I'll TW as needed. 
Ilya as a baker. Please. I love him. Him cursing up a storm in Russian while working with fondant is so funny, but the memory of his Mama in the kitchen, so he makes sure to bake the traditional Russian desserts with his girls and talk about Irina? Ughhhh my heart. 
"I didn't love you/I didn't love you either." LIES. "We're just parent/coach." LIES. 
Shout out to Queen Sveta, may she live forever, for cutting right through the bullshit "you've been in love with him for ten years, is he still beautiful?" 
Shane getting back on the ice. I grew up figure skating (brothers were all hockey players, shout out to the 907 for raising us on the ice) and there is something really close to fucking SPIRITUAL about late night, empty rink, emergency light only skating. Shane ordering himself to just skate, to get going, to get back up and refusing to stop, refusing to quit while Ilya is secretly so so proud of him?? Love it. 
Cheers!






      

  












      Chapter 3: Forward (every inch a mile)
  








  September brought cooler weather, school starting, and still no definite word on when or if Coach Keeso would be back to take over coaching again.
From Coach Hollander:  Hi parents. I’ll be staying on as temporary coach for another couple weeks. Season officially starts at the beginning of October and we’ll have a first game right away, so I’ll send a PDF of the new practice and game schedule.
From Coach Hollander: New skates, jerseys and gear for the kids who needed it should be in at the end of the week. Let me know if you have any questions. 
From Mr. Davis: Glad to hear it, Coach!
From Matilde Belanger: So glad you’re staying on! 
From Bailey’s Mom: Excited for new skates, thanks! 
With his position as temporary coach extended for at least a little while longer, Shane finally had to concede that the dusty office and ancient computer, the rickety chair and perpetually stuck file cabinets simply weren’t going to work anymore. 
“Rachel.” he climbed the stairs to the second floor and rapped at her open door. “Hey, you got a second?” 
“Oh Shane! Hi!” Rachel looked up from her computer with a wide smile. “How are you!” 
“I’m fine.” As far as anyone knew, Shane was always always fine. “I was wondering if–” 
“I heard you were staying on for a while longer.” Rachel clapped her hands together. “We are all so excited about it. Of course we miss Coach Keeso, but you’ve been wonderful! I’ve only heard good things from the parents, and it's obvious the girls all love you.” 
“I’m having a lot of fun with them, yeah.” he smiled briefly. “Anyway, I wanted to ask–” 
“You know, I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me that you would know Mr. Rozanov.” she continued blithely. “I came by the other night after practice and saw the two of you hanging out together.” 
“No, we weren’t um,” Shane shoved his hands into his hoodie pocket and shook his head. “No, we weren’t like hanging out. The twins were still playing on the ice and I was just– he was only–” 
“Those twins sure are a handful, I’m not sure how he does it by himself.” Rachel clicked her tongue. “Too bad he and that beautiful wife of his couldn’t make it work. Have you met Svetlana yet? I heard she modeled in Europe before moving to the States, and I believe it. Those girls take right after her, too. Mr. Rozanov will have his hands full when they are teenagers, I guarantee it.” 
“Sure.” Shane cleared his throat. “But, about my question? I was thinking about the office downstairs, and I--” 
“Has Mr. Rozanov offered to be your assistant coach yet? I looked up a few Youtube videos of the two of you playing back in the day and my goodness, you both were amazing on the ice! The highschool team is always looking for extra help too and--" 
“Rachel.” Shane didn’t mean to be snippy or snarky or bitchy or whatever. But he didn’t want to listen to her wax poetic about Ilya and Ilya’s gorgeous ex wife, or Ilya’s adorable kids or how well he and Ilya used to play. He raised his voice a bit, “Rachel.” and forced a smile to take the bite from his tone, “I wanted to know if I could update the office since I’ll be staying on longer.” 
“It’s your office, Coach.” She chuckled at him, unbothered by the interruption or the strident note in his voice. “Do whatever you’d like to it! We have a big storage area past the maintenance room downstairs, you can search through there and see if there’s anything you want.”
“I’ll probably go ahead order some new stuff.” he mentioned, and she frowned, “Oh hon, I don’t know if there’s enough extra money in the budget to redo the office with new stuff.” 
“I have money, Rachel.” Shane reminded her. “I’ll pay for it.” 
“Well then by all means, who am I to stop you from using your own money?” Rachel winked at him, then turned back to her computer, her long nails click-clack flying over the keyboard. “Do whatever you’d like! We aren’t formal around here, Coach. No need to ask permission or even run most things by me so long as you aren't bringing the building down around my ears. I'm sure anything you do will be an improvement on this old place, so if you want to redecorate, go for it!” 
“Great.” Shane was super glad he’d wasted time climbing the stairs and sitting through an Ilya-themed info dump just to be told to do whatever he wanted. Whatever. Better to ask permission anyway, right? 
“Asking permission to use my own money to redecorate my own fucking office.” Shane muttered as he headed back downstairs. “I really am the most boring guy in the entire–” 
From Lily: Girls are very excited you are staying on as Coach.
Shane stopped grumbling and started smiling when he read the message. He didn’t love Rachel apparently noticing Ilya staying after practice, but he sure didn’t hate when his phone lit up with a text from Lily. 
From Lily: Nadya says you are nice. Masha says she could spill soup on you and you would say sorry to her. 
From Lily: I don’t know what that means. Maybe watch out for Masha carrying soup?
From Jane: The girls are so funny. 
From Lily: They are unleashed goblins. 
From Jane: They’re YOUR kids!
From Lily: I said what I said. 
Shane should have been working on the cabin. The to-do list out there was growing by the day, some things cosmetic related, other things necessary to ensure the cabin stayed buttoned up for the duration of the coming winter, a few very much important for structural and general live-ability reasons, but Shane couldn’t seem to find the energy for any it.
It had been almost three months, but he hadn’t managed to decide on a paint color for the bedroom because the options felt overwhelming. There were only two companies in Montbonne who could handle re-staining the cabin exterior and price wasn’t an issue, all Shane had to do was get the service scheduled, but he was somehow way too busy, way too often, to figure it out. The new blinds had been delivered last week, but he hadn’t opened the boxes, the replacement hardware for the wonky dresser drawers was open but uninstalled…
Shane was too busy, too tired, too unwilling to put the necessary work in to the cabin so he could call the place comfortable and safe and home, and he was too busy, too tired, too unwilling to figure out exactly why that was. 
But the office was doable. The office was manageable. Replacing the useless ancient computer with a brand new, fully up to date model and printer was a matter of functionality, not about committing to the coaching job or claiming the office as his own personal space. Wedging the old, warped file cabinets open to retrieve the paperwork, then chucking the ugly gray pieces in the dumpster was necessary both so Shane could sort through and discard anything redundant, and so he could hang a bulletin board with all the pertinent parent and team related information. 
Shane decided on a new color for the office walls by strolling through the hardware store paint aisle, he quickly and easily installed a new set of blinds over the freshly cleaned window, and after throwing out the old desk and chair, Shane managed to pick out a new set, get it ordered and shipped for two day delivery all while neatly filling in practice and games days on a jumbo sized wall calendar. 
Working on the cabin required the sort of mental and emotional energy Shane couldn’t seem to muster anymore. 
Working on the office was low pressure, low expectations, low commitment and yes there was something there about Shane avoiding anything concrete and real, something about how working on the cabin meant coming to terms with the permanence of his new life while working on the office could be disguised as a ‘hobby’ and passed off as ‘contributing to the community’, but those sort of hypotheticals were conversations to have with his therapist, if Shane ever got around to scheduling another appointment. 
From Lily: New office is boring.
From Jane: Well it’s an office. Not a dance club. It doesn't have to be fancy, it just has to be functional.
From Lily: You should get black lights.
From Jane: Black lights? Yeah okay, I’ll put those right up with my lava lamp and bright orange shag rug. 
From Lily: Negativity is toxic :(  I think would give hip cool Coach vibe.
From Jane: I don’t think we have the same definition of hip and cool. 
From Jane: The office doesn’t need to make a statement. It’s just normal.
From Lily: Normal = boring = booooo.
From Jane: Thanks for the opinion, I’ll put it right where it belongs.
From Jane: *picture of trash can*
By the time Shane was done with the office, it was perfectly, professionally, functionally normal. 
One day when all the other parents had left but Shane was still on the ice with Nadya and Mariya, Ilya brought a tiny disco ball and hung it above the desk. 
From Jane: Did you break into my office and install a disco ball above my desk? 
From Lily: That could have been anyone. It’s alright. It’s okay. You can look the other way.
From Jane: What the fuck are you saying right now?
From Lily: Just making sure you are staying alive. Staying alive. 
From Jane: Bee-Gee’s disco themed Dad jokes? Really? 
The disco ball was still there early the next morning when Ilya slipped through the side door at the ice rink after dropping the girls off at school. He smiled when he spotted it slowly rotating above the desk, glittery and reflective in the emergency lights, then smiled wider when he saw Shane had printed out the ‘Doofus’ team picture and pinned it front and center on the bulletin board. 
For half a second, Ilya debated grabbing the permanent marker off the desk and scrawling Doofus on the picture, but ultimately decided not to. Partly because it was very pulling-pigtails behavior of him, finding ways to aggravate Shane so he’d get a text from Jane and get to talk for a few minutes, but mostly because Ilya liked the picture, liked how hard the twins were laughing and how flabbergasted adorable Shane looked. 
Ilya didn’t deface the picture by way of ‘Doofus’ themed graffiti, but he did smile about the whole redesigned, disco ball glittery, team centric office before finding his usual spot in the shadows of the bleachers to watch Shane skate for a few minutes. 
He wasn’t trying to be creepy, though admittedly, sneaking through the side door of the community ice rink several hours before open ice time to hide in the shadows and watch his ex boyfriend– were they ex-boyfriends?-- stretch and skate was probably definitely creepy. 
But Ilya wasn’t trying to be creepy. He just wanted to be close. Just wanted to be there. After the first time when Shane had tried and fallen but got back up determined, Ilya had kept an eye out for Shane’s car every morning on his way through town. He'd been curious if the late Sunday night skate was only a one time occurrence, but no, Shane was there a few days later, then again a few days after that.
As September rolled on, Shane’s car was parked at the rink every single morning and sometimes, occasionally, more often than he wanted to admit, Ilya pulled around the side of the rink and crept in to watch. 
He stood in the shadows by the bleachers while Shane skated laps around the rink, first slow and steady, then eventually faster and a borderline reckless as his confidence grew. Shane ran through basic drills and easy workouts, switched back and forth forwards and backwards without hesitating, brought his stick and a puck some mornings to practice his handling and even take a few shots on goal. 
Ilya only ever stayed a few minutes, just long enough to see Shane’s smile grow towards a grin when it all came back easier and easier every single day, then Ilya made himself turn around and leave. 
Ten years had changed alot of things, but it hadn't changed how fucking easy it was for Ilya to forget all his goddamn common sense whenever Shane lit up smiling real at him, or in his general direction, or apparently just in the same room when Ilya was watching like a creep and Shane was grinning almost laughing in sheer joy at being on the ice again. 
It was addicting. Hypnotizing. Shane always smiled real big after a few laps around the ice, and once he started smiling, Ilya always made himself leave. 
From Lily: I knew you liked disco ball. 
From Lily: Only weirdos skate alone before sunrise.
From Lily: Can I skate with you tomorrow?
Ilya always wanted to text Shane after those early morning skates, but he never did. Sometimes he typed a message out, but never sent it. There wasn’t really a casual way to comment on someone’s private, personal, therapy themed skating habits when the person didn’t know they were being watched, and Ilya hadn't ever been casual about Shane, not way back when and sure as hell not now, so he never sent the texts. Never mentioned the early morning hours on the ice. 
Ilya didn’t mention anything else either. He probably definitely yes owed Shane a real explanation for disappearing all those years ago, and settling for sporadic small talk at practice and the occasional friendly text was painful when the proverbial elephant in the room of their past, their break up, their drama, was being willfully, wholly ignored by both of them. 
The issue of course, was that Ilya didn’t know if Shane wanted or even cared about the explanation. 
Maybe Shane didn’t care anymore, and over the years, Ilya had been thoroughly sidelined into being someone Shane just happened to know from his life before. Maybe Shane’s distance and stilted politeness was how he normally treated anyone who wasn’t part of his inside circle of trusted friends or family. Maybe Shane’s first day declaration that it didn’t matter had been his real feelings, not a knee jerk response out of anxious self preservation, not a deflection or lie like Ilya’s response had been. 
I didn’t love you either. 
Ilya had been telling himself that lie for so long, the words had started sounding funny and fake and hollow. 
From Jane: If you aren’t too busy sorting sprinkles at the bakery, you can drop the girls at the rink after school for some ice time. I’ll be here until five. 
From Lily: Sprinkles in my bakery are sorted by season, by color within season, by event and holiday within colors and then by size. Do not come for my sprinkle sorting skills ever again. 
From Jane: Bullshit. No way your sprinkle rack is that organized. 
The texts were a lifeline. Sporadic and random but important because Shane texted the way he always used to, snarky and snippy, deadpan and familiar. Interactions during practice in front of the other parents were polite and perfunctory, the conversations when Ilya lingered for a few minutes after practice were marginally better, but when it was Jane and Lily, it felt different. Felt real. Shane made jokes, teasing and talking with Ilya like they were regular people and real friends and damn it, each and every text got Ilya’s hopes up a little bit higher. 
From Ilya: Is not a rack, is a full cupboard with pull out drawers so I can read individual labels and see the entire rainbow at once.
From Jane: Are you serious, or are you making fun of how much I like organizing things? Cos you used to do that. 
From Ilya: *picture of sprinkle cupboard*
From Jane: Don’t laugh at me. But I really fucking like that. Holy shit. 
From Lily: Sprinkle whore. 
From Jane: Fuck off. 
When Shane texted like that, Ilya couldn’t help but maybe sort of kind of start to get his hopes up for… for what? He didn’t know. Was too uncertain to put a name on it, maybe. 
But he and Shane needed to have a real conversation soon because Ilya couldn’t let himself feel too hopeful when they still needed to unpack ten years of silence and one very specific night in Vegas. 
Fuck. 
“Ilya?” Brylie poked her head through the store room door at the back of the bakery. “Hey, sorry to interrupt inventory. But do you have your phone on you?” 
“No, is in office.” Ilya had sent the sprinkle cupboard picture, then sat re-reading text messages and grinning like some love sick idiot for almost twenty minutes before he'd finally pried himself away from the temptation to keep bugging Shane, and made an honest effort to get some work done. “Why?” 
“The school called.” Brylie informed him with a sympathetic click of her tongue. “I guess the girls got in trouble for fighting? You have to go pick them up right away.” 
“...what?!” 
*****
Montbonne Elementary School
The new jerseys for the U9 girls hockey team were delivered to the Montbonne Elementary School right along with the basketball jerseys for the sixth grade teams, newly ordered gym class supplies, science class materials for the older kids, and the pallet of copier paper and toner for the big printer in the front office. 
Montbonne was a large enough twon for the big trucks to make the drive up the rural highway for deliveries, but still small enough that any and all deliveries were generally condensed onto one big truck and sent into the hills no more than once a week. The Elementary School acted as a convenient community catch all for overly large packages, so when Shane got the delivery alert for the jerseys, he had to drive through town to the school, ask the secretary to let him into the storage room next to the principal’s office, and dig through the boxes until he found everything he’d ordered for the team. 
He had barely uncovered the box addressed to ‘Coach Shane Hollander’ when he heard a ruckus in the halls, what sounded like a very angry Mariya arguing with the principal and a very concerned Nadya stressed out enough to be stuttering and stammering every other word as she followed them into the office. 
It wasn’t Shane’s business, not in the slightest, but he scooted closer to the door to eavesdrop as Mariya mouthed off challenging the principal to 'go ahead and call her Daddy' while Nadya whispered for her sister to please be quiet, to please be good. 
Ilya arrived ten minutes later, striding through the doors of the elementary school with his jaw set and shoulders tense and Shane was entirely cowardly ducking out of sight and out of the way as Ilya passed. It wasn’t his business, wasn’t his kids, wasn’t anything he needed to concern himself with until if or when whatever happened affect the twins showing up for practice–
– “My girls?” Ilya suddenly said loud enough to carry through the walls, “Fighting?!”, and alright, not his business be damned, Shane dropped the box of jerseys to scoot closer and listen. 
“Masha. Nadyushka.” In the principal’s office, Ilya set his hands on his hips and turned ice blue eyes onto the twins. “Tell me what happened. Now.” 
“Chris made fun of Nayda’s stutter.” Mariya spoke for her sister, little arms crossed stubbornly across her chest, “Asked her how many syllables was sposed to be in ‘pajama’ cos she said ‘p’ like four times.”
Ilya waited, and Mariya lifted her chin, “So I asked him how many syllables was sposed to be in ‘butthole’ then counted for him!” 
“She punched him.” The principal informed Ilya wearily. “Twice. One for each syllable apparently.” 
“Ah.” Ilya had to cover his mouth so he wouldn’t laugh, clearing his throat so he still sounded stern, “And this boy Chris, did he learn how many syllables is in butthole?” 
“He’s not gonna forget.” Mariya promised with a vicious snort, and the principal held up a hand, promising, “Mr. Rozanov. Obviously we talked to the little boy about teasing Nadya for her stutter, but the point remains that Mariya can’t just punch people because they’re mean to her sister.” 
“That’s the whole point of a sister.” Mariya muttered crossly. “Tell him, Daddy. Tell him how I’m sposed to look out for Nadya.” 
“She isn’t in trouble for standing up for her sister.” came the quick reassurance. “She’s in trouble for intervening in a situation that didn’t involve her, and escalating a verbal disagreement to physical violence.” 
“Okay. So if Nadya had punched the boy?” Ilya prompted, and the principal sighed, “Then Nadya would be in trouble for escalating a verbal disagreement to physical violence. Fighting.” 
“He was harassing her, yes?” Ilya raised his eyebrows. “Making fun of her stutter. Was not first time?”
“Nope!” Mariya declared loudly and Nadya spoke up for the first time with a quick shake of her head, “No, D-Daddy.” 
“You told a teacher about other times?” he demanded, and Nadya nodded. “So if teacher did nothing, this boy kept harassing Nadya, Mariya stepped up to make sure he would stop. What is the problem?” 
“Mr. Rozanov.” Trying to convince any hockey parent that the tried and true on-ice method of dealing with jerks didn’t translate to school hours was an oft repeated and oft failed attempt on the principal’s part, and he sighed again when he recognized the current conversation as another failed attempt. “I can agree the teacher possibly didn’t take this issue as seriously as she could have, but school and district policy state the instigating student must be suspended for at least one day. Unfortunately, Mariya will need to go home for the rest of the day, and spend tomorrow at home as well.” 
“But there’s a field trip tomorrow!” Mariya whined. “I want to go on the field trip!” 
“Rules are rules, Mariya.” the principal stated, and Ilya rolled his eyes but nodded, “Rules, Masha. No field trip.” 
“But–!” 
“No ice time tonight either. We will go home and you will do chores like Cinderella as punishment.” 
“Daddy!” 
“Car.” he ordered firmly. “Now.” 
Shane was stuffing the big box of jerseys into the back of his car when Ilya and the twins came out of the school. He fully intended to get in his car and leave without drawing any attention to himself and his eavesdropping, but Nadya spotted him and waved at him excitedly called, “C-Coach! Hi t-to Coach!"
“Hey Nadya.” Shane had a quick smile for Nadya, another one for a rather grumpy looking Mariya, and a smaller, secretly uncertainly thrilled one for Ilya. “Where are you guys going in the middle of the day?” 
“What are you doing here?” Ilya ignored the question and pointed the girls towards his vehicle before sauntering closer to Shane and peering in the back seat. “Jerseys?” 
“Yeah, apparently everything comes into the hills on one truck? I guess they delivered the new jerseys right in with all the school stuff.” Shane swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry when Ilya exhaled noisily and turned to prop himself up against the car, standing close enough for their elbows to bump when he folded his thick arms across his chest.
“Is uh–” Shane glanced down at the almost non-distance between their elbows, but didn’t move away. “Is everything okay?” 
“How are you at dealing with wild animals?” Ilya asked evenly, and when Shane scrunched his nose confused, Ilya inclined his head towards the car. “Mariya is very angry. Like wolverine. Or badger.” 
“A badger.” Shane settled in against the car too, folding his arms and decidedly not looking when Ilya glanced down at the less than non distance between their elbows. “Cos of the fight?” 
“You heard.” Ilya stated, and Shane nodded, “I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. I was getting the jerseys from the storage room and heard you guys. It seems unfair? Mariya shouldn’t be punished for defending her sister.” 
“No.” Ilya agreed tersely. “But Mariya knows not to fight. I had to leave work, have to stay home with them because going to bakery is a treat, not a punishment. No ice time tonight, no field trip tomorrow. She knows not to fight. Especially over stupid boys using stupid words.” 
“I dunno.” Shane crossed one foot over the other, noticing but not commenting when Ilya mirrored the movement. “I feel like every fight I’ve ever been in was because of stupid boys using stupid words.” 
“Is different on the ice.” Ilya pointed out. “And you never fought. Not once.” 
“I threw a punch at Scott Hunter one time.” Shane argued back briefly and Ilya’s eyes went wide, “Shit, you did. That was good fight. Like porn to watch good boy golden boy Shane Hollander take on an old man.” 
“Stop. Don’t say porn when we’re in the parking lot of an elementary school.” Shane ducked his head, looking away to hide a smile. “I’m just saying, you should take the girls for ice cream or something. So Nadya feels better about being bullied and cos Mariya shouldn’t be punished for standing up for anyone who’s getting bullied, especially not her sister.”
“You think that would be good parenting.” Ilya couldn’t help leaning in, pressing in, budging in the tiniest bit closer when the conversation kept going and Shane kept smiling. He couldn’t help getting his hopes up by dragging the moment out and goading, “To reward violence with ice cream desserts?” 
“If that was my little girl, and she punched some asshole for bothering her sister?” Shane risked a glance sideways, blinking startled when he realized how close Ilya was, but not backing down, not backing up, not even breaking eye contact for a few seconds. “Yeah. I’d buy her ice cream.” 
“Hm.” Ilya studied Shane for a moment, his gaze roaming over Shane’s face from the tiny creases at the corner of his dark eyes to the scatter of freckles on his cheek, from the fringe of his hairline and the strands hanging a little shaggy over his ears, to lingering over the line of his jaw and the shape of his mouth. “I think is better to be a strict dad with boundaries and rules, than to be–” 
“Daddy!” Mariya rolled down the window and hollered at them, “Hurry up! The ice cream shop will be all out of double fudge!” 
“Damn it.” Ilya cursed when she inadvertently ruined the entire flow of the conversation by letting slip that he had in fact quietly promised them both ice cream on the way out of school because yes Nadya had been bullied and no Mariya wasn’t going to be in trouble for defending her sister ever. 
“Holy shit.” Shane laughed out loud, clapping his hands, tipping his head back and shouting with laughter at Ilya’s immediately grumpy expression. “So much for the strict dad with boundaries and rules, huh?” 
“Shut up.” Ilya huffed, and felt his face go red when Shane only laughed harder. “Hollander, is not that funny.” 
“Ilya Rozanov as a cupcake decorating girl dad letting those girls push him around all the time?” Shane thought maybe his smile was a little too soft, his eyes a little too warm when he looked Ilya over for longer than he intended to, stayed closer than he meant to for longer than necessary. “Never saw that coming.” 
“I run my house like well oiled machine.” Ilya insisted, and Shane wet his lips and bumped at Ilya’s shoulder, “Maybe like a candy machine cos those girls are spoiled rotten.” 
“Fuck you, Shane Hollander.” Ilya breathed through an ear splitting grin and Shane bumped him again, “Don’t cuss, we are in an elementary school parking lot!” 
“Do you want to–” Ilya took a breath and took a risk, ready to ask Shane if he wanted to come along for ice cream, but Nadya poked her head out the window right then and called, “Coach! You shhhhould come too! C-Come for ice cream!” 
“Coach?” Ilya took the opportunity and seized it, raising his eyebrows and angling a half inch closer to maintain the line of contact at their shoulders and down their arms, “You want to come?” 
“I–” Shane’s throat jerked through a rough swallow when he heard the question, when his mind flashed back unbidden and un-fucking-allowed to text message invitations for hook ups that used to start the exact same way. “I um–” 
“Coach!” Mariya bellowed. “The ice cream shop will close soon! Hurry! Get in with us!” 
“Come on.” Ilya narrowed his eyes curious when Shane blushed dark red, the color filling in behind his freckles. What the hell could Shane be thinking about that made him–


From Lily: Want to come while in Boston? 

From Jane: Did you use autocorrect on that? What you sent doesn’t make any sense? 

From Lily: Oh yes it does. 



Oh. Ilya remembered that joke, that long standing, text originated x-rated invitation joke that had marked so many of their early meet ups.
Was Shane thinking about it too…?
“No thanks, girls!” While Ilya was busy remembering and wondering if Shane was busy remembering, Shane waved at the girls and declined the invitation as nicely as he could, “I don’t really like ice cream. But you guys have a good time.” 
“You don’t like ice cream?” Mariya looked scandalized while Nadya only looked doubtful. “Why?!” 
“It hurts my teeth.” Shane made a show of tapping at his front teeth. “I’m a fraidy cat when it comes to brain freeze.” 
The silly answer was enough to dissuade the girls, but not enough to dissuade Ilya, who was loathe to give up the closeness, loathe to give up the conversation, loathe to give up obsessively studying just how pink the tip of Shane’s ears had turned when he’d blushed as the memories rushed up quick and vivid and immersive.
“You are still weird about food?” he checked in when he suddenly remembered something specific about how Shane had been back then, but nope that was the wrong thing to ask. Shane’s eyes went flinty, the muscle in his cheek jumping as he clenched his teeth and the easy flirty atmosphere between them evaporated. 
“What did you say?” 
“I am not being mean.” Ilya cautioned him with a quick glance towards the girls still leaning out the window. “But. Before Vegas. I remember your diet was –” 
“What do you know about my diet?” Shane backed up a step, another step. “You don’t know fuck all about my diet. That was ten years ago.” 
“Okay. Nevermind.” Ilya caught the same edge of embarrassment, of humiliation, in Shane’s voice that had been present talking about the food he’d tried from the cafe, and he thought oh, Ilya thought oh Shane was still weird about food. Maybe even worse about it than he used to be. 
Shit. 
“Come for ice cream with us anyway.” he said after a minute, and Shane huffed, “Seriously?” 
“Yes.” Ilya met his eyes steadily. “Seriously. Come with us. The girls like you and you and I can–” he made a small, vague motion between their bodies. “Is not so bad, talking like this? Come for ice cream. It will be fun.” 
And after a beat when Shane was still just looking at him, Ilya ventured, “Is a normal, polite thing to do when we see the Coach at school. Ask him for ice cream.” 
“Daddy! We’re going to miss it!!!” 
“Shane.” Ilya tapped his fingers at his thigh, then turned his hand over and curled his fingers motioning Shane closer. “Come on.” 
“Um.” Shane opened his mouth. Closed his mouth. Wimped right the hell out. “Tell the girls I’ll see them tomorrow at practice.” 
“...sure thing, Coach.” 
*****
Mariya was sulky the next day at practice. Sullen and silent and snippy with everyone except Nadya, and after fifteen minutes of watching her skate around the rink like she was on a warpath, Shane called for the girls to keep going, then skated over to the boards closest to the bleachers and motioned for Ilya to come down. 
“Hey.” Ilya hurried down to the boards, his heart pounding and palms a sweaty cos it was the first time outside the very first time a month ago that Shane had willingly approached him. Ilya always had to call for the Coach, always had to find a reason to hang out after practice and talk, almost always had to initiate text messages, but Shane skated to the boards and called him down in front of all the other parents, and Ilya damn near tripped right over his feet to get there. “What is it?” 
“Why’s Mariya so mad?” Shane was taller than Ilya in his skates. Even with the slight difference between the rink and the floor, he still had a few inches on Ilya’s six feet height and Ilya’s eyes went a little wide when he had to look up to hear the question, while Shane’s eyes went a little hot when he had to look down to hear the answer.
“Why um,” Shane had to clear his throat and look away, and Ilya did the same, following Shane’s line of sight to Mariya approaching the blue line at breakneck speed. “Why’s she so mean? I know she was suspended, but you got her ice cream right? She’s definitely Mayday today, what’s going on?” 
“Two scoops, yes. But she had to miss field trip to the river to see the salmon spawning. And.” Ilya held up his right hand, flexing his fingers. “Her hand hurts from punching. So insult to injury and that sort of thing.” 
“That’s too bad.” Shane frowned. “If she knew how to throw a proper punch, she wouldn’t have hurt her hand.” 
“Bozhe moy.” Ilya chuckled, and Shane glanced at him with a half curious smile, “What?” 
“When we called Sveta last night to check in, she told Masha to use icicle next time. Bigger hurt, the evidence melts.” Ilya shook his head. “You two are the same. Promoting violence in my girls.” 
“Okay well.” Shane sort of wanted to roll his eyes at the mention of Svetlana, sort of wanted to laugh out loud imagining the shock and resignation on Ilya’s face when the mother of his children suggested evidence-free murder. “Teaching her how to throw a punch is an important part of self defense. Murder by seasonal weaponry is… I dunno. The start of a CSI episode?” 
“Does not matter.” Ilya decided. “Mariya is seven years old. She does not need proper form for punch yet.” 
“She might be seven, but she’s still a hockey player.” Shane watched Mariya skate another pass between the blue lines, then made up his mind and decided, “I have an idea. Will you,” the question stuck in his throat and he had to force it out past a bolt of nervousness. “Will you come out on the ice with me?” 
“I don’t have my skates.” Ilya wasn’t saying no, he was not saying no, only pointing out, “And would take too long to get home and grab them.” 
“No, you don’t need your skates. Just um,” Shane reached over the boards and unhooked the door, swinging it open and skating back so Ilya had room to join him. “Come on and help me?” 
“Okay.” Ilya stepped carefully onto the ice and shuffled his way following Shane out to the center circle. On ice, the height difference was much more apparent and when Ilya shot Shane a quick look to check in, Shane was already looking at him, curious and maybe a bit amused by the whole thing.
“Is weird, right?” Ilya had to jog to keep up with Shane’s easy strides. It was on the very tip of his tongue to comment on how good Shane moved, how the early morning sessions were paying off, how comfortable Shane looked in his skates, but instead he asked, “Being on ice together again?” 
“I think you’re looking too far into it. I needed a parent volunteer, you happened to be available, we happened to play against each other a long time ago. It’s not a big deal.” Shane deflected, but after a beat he admitted under his breath and all in a rush, “But yeah, it’s fucking weird, okay?” 
“Scary.” Ilya offered tentatively, “Like memories.” 
“Yeah.” Shane agreed, then smacked the flat of his stick at Ilya’s calf and muttered, “And it’s freaking me the fuck out, so stop talking about it.” 
Ilya stopped talking about it, but he didn’t stop smiling about it, and when Shane glanced his way again, he was smiling too. 
“Alright girls, gather round here and let’s watch a quick video.” Shane blew the whistle twice to call the team to center ice and pulled his phone out. “This is historical stuff right here, okay? Real important stuff.” 
The girls all gathered around, all but Mariya who hung back stubbornly until Ilya clamped a hand on her shoulder and warned, “Masha, when your coach gives you direction, you listen, da?” 
“Da, ya znayu.” she grumbled, but skated forward and obediently pushed into the circle to peer at Coach Hollander’s phone. 
“Okay this is a very important documentary about how a team of misfits from Minnesota went all the way to LA and won against this big bad team from Iceland.” Shane informed them all very seriously, but when Ilya’s face creased in confusion, Shane chanced a wink at him and kept explaining, “In this scene, this guy right here? He’s a figure skater.” 
Bailey booed at the mention of figure skating, but Shane chided, “Hey, all ice sports are good sports, okay? We don’t boo anyone who can spin and jump like that, figure skaters are basically ballerinas with knives on their feet. Anyway, this guy is a figure skater turned hockey player and he’s scared about getting roughed up on the ice. But fighting is a part of hockey, right?” 
“Right!” the girls all chorused, and Nadya turned to smile encouragingly at her twin, giving her a thumbs up. 
“So here, he gets taught how to do a proper hockey fight so no one really gets hurt. See how first he drops his stick?” Shane held the phone up higher so all the girls could see. “Then his gloves. Then he grabs the other guys shirt and pulls it over his head. Stick. Gloves. Shirt.”
“Stick. Gloves. Shirt.” the girls all repeated solemnly, and Shane skated out of the circle to wave Ilya closer, instructing, “Now this isn’t a fair fight because I’m in skates and Mr. Rozanov isn’t, but he’s gonna show us how to do it anyway, okay?” 
“You will beat me up, Coach Hollander?” Ilya’s blue eyes lit with laughter and Shane poked his tongue at the side of his cheek, head tilted far over like he was seriously thinking about it, until much to the girls’s delight, he nodded emphatically. 
“Yeah, I think I will. Watch girls. First, I drop my stick.” the stick clattered onto the ice and Shane’s lips twitched trying not to grin when Ilya made his eyes extra wide and the girls kept giggling behind them.
“Then I drop my gloves.” Gloves down, and Shane’s heart started pounding a little more when he said, “And now the shirt. C’mere Mr. Rozanov.” 
Ilya came willingly, leaned into the yank at his shirt up over his shoulders and stayed there half bent over so Shane could tell the girls, “Now when you punch? We keep it fair. Not in the face, only on the pads. Hockey fights aren’t really about trying to hurt another player, but sometimes other players are being jerks and everyone is upset, so we gotta fight about it. One punch only, right into the pads. See how I’m holding my fist? Mayday?” 
He raised his voice and held his hand up higher. “We make fists like this so our hands and wrists don’t get hurt. One punch.” he mimed hitting Ilya in the stomach, then pushed off of Ilya’s shoulders to put some space between them. “Then we back off. That’s how we fight in hockey.” 
It wasn’t how they fought in hockey, by the time tempers got high enough to warrant a brawl, one punch in the pads wasn’t near enough to diffuse the situation, but the girls were seven and tiny and the moment was more about how to deal with big upset feelings without hurting anyone or themselves, than it was about anything real. 
“Do you need to watch the history movie again?” he held up his phone to the freeze frame Mighty Ducks 2 scene. “Or does everybody got it?” 
Everybody got it, so Shane told them, “Okay. Before we pair off and practice, what’s the number one rule for hockey fights?” 
The girls all waited expectantly, and Shane told them sternly, “It stays on the ice. We don’t fight off the ice. Not at home. Not at school. Not in the locker rooms. Not in the halls. Those are places for our words and for going to a teacher or parent or your Coach,” he pointed at himself, “for help. Hockey fights are the only time it’s okay to fight, and it stays on the ice. Yes?” 
“Yes, Coach!” 
“Okay then.” he clapped his hands. “Pair off and pick a partner. We’re gonna take turns. Stick. Gloves. Shirt. Stick. Gloves. Shirt. Everyone say thank you to Mr. Rozanov for offering to get beat up.” 
“Thank you Mr. Rozanov!” 
“Spasibo, Daddy!” 
“You’re welcome, team.” Ilya pulled his shirt back over his head and smoothed it down his stomach. Shane’s eyes cut to the bulk of Ilya’s bare shoulders, staring at the thin white tank top clinging to Ilya’s abdomen for the few seconds before everything was covered by the long sleeve, and Ilya dropped his voice to a whisper, “You want anything else, Coach?” 
“Nope.” Shane looked away, away, away. “No, that’s um– thanks for your help.” 
“Anytime.” Ilya shuffle slid his way back to the boards, to the door, and up to his regular place on the bleachers just in time to hear one of the Mom’s ask, “Uh, is Coach Hollander teaching our little girls to fight?” 
“Well yeah, but look.” Mr. Davis spoke up before Ilya could, pointing to the ice where the girls were giggling and falling all over themselves, chanting ‘Stick, Gloves, Shirt’ over and over as they took turns chucking their gloves and yanking at one another’s jerseys. “It’s like the Mighty Ducks movie, remember? When the little figure skater learns to fight and becomes one of the Bash Brothers?” 
“Oh, so it’s not fighting fighting.” one of the other moms decided in relief, and Ilya told her, “No, is not real fighting. Only fun. Coach Hollander called the movie historical documentary.” 
“That’s so funny, oh my gosh.” she laughed out loud, pointing to Bailey fist pumping enthusiastically after ‘winning’ her little tussle. “And you know, it’s too bad about Coach Keeso having to retire, but it’s so great Shane is staying on permanently. He’s a good coach, the girls love him and look at him laughing with them, I think he really loves the girls too.” 
“Hollander is staying?” Ilya repeated blankly, and Mr. David chimed in again, “Yeah, my wife was chatting with Magali yesterday and learned Coach Keeso is going to have to retire. He’s got too much going on health wise and even though the U9 division is low pressure and fairly easy, they don’t want to take the risk. Apparently Coach Hollander volunteered to stay on permanently.” 
“Huh.” Ilya watched Shane scoop Nychele up when she started to fall, resettling her on her skates and laughing down at her when Nychele babbled something up at him in French. “Do you know.” he hesitated. “Did he decide to stay before or after he found about Coach Keeso?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean.” Ilya didn’t really know what he meant, he only knew it suddenly mattered in a very important, very immediate way whether Shane had made the decision to stay before Coach Keeso had decided to retire, or after when the only option was to stay because the girls team would have to fold without someone leading. 
“Oh, I actually know that!” Matilde waved her hands excitedly and Ilya only barely resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He hadn’t had any issue with her before, had even thought she was nice if a little bit flirty, and beautiful in a sharp sort of way, right up until she’d started being nicely beautifully flirtatious with Shane, and now even her voice got on his nerves. 
Jealousy was an unfortunately ugly color on Ilya and he damn well knew it, so he made an extra effort to smooth his features and smile at her because it wasn’t her fault she was understandably interested in the guy no one knew Ilya used to fuck ten years previous. 
“I heard from a friend,” Matilde lowered her voice conspiratorially, “that just last week, Coach Hollander went to Rachel and told her he’d like to stay on with the team. He said he’d be happy to step back and take the position of assistant coach once Coach Keeso came back, but either way he wanted to stay involved, he didn’t want to bail on the girls.” 
“I sure hoped he’d fall in love with Montbonne and stay.” Amanda’s mom sighed wistfully, her chin propped on her hands as she stared out at the ice and the Coach working so well with the kids. “Maybe now I’ll be brave enough to ask him on a date.” 
Matilde laughed at her, high pitched and a smidge strained at the implied suggestion of competition, while Mr. Davis and a few of the other happily married parents rolled their eyes in mutual exasperation towards the romantic inclinations of the single moms. 
Ilya stopped listening right after hearing that Shane had gone to Rachel to ask about staying on before he’d even known it was necessary. Shane had decided on his own to turn the temporary position into a real one. Shane had gone from watching practices in his shoes to laughing with the girls and skating with them for every single minute of ice time. He'd started texting Ilya to offer the twins more ice time, sometimes he texted Ilya just to be funny and more more more than all of that, Shane had decided to stay. 
Fuck. Ilya had to do something about that, about them, immediately. 
When practice ended with a whistle, Mariya skated right over to throw her arms around Shane’s midsection for a hug. Shane looked surprised but didn’t hesitate to hug her back and okay fuck, Ilya had to do something about that immediately, too. 
Practice ended and Ilya sat on the bleachers bouncing his knee, tapping his foot, and waiting impatient for the last of the parents to gather up their gremlins and get the hell out. Once it was only Mariya and Nadya playing with the anciently dusty pinball machine in the corner and Shane sitting on the players bench scribbling in his after practice notes, Ilya gathered his courage and went to sit next to Shane for a minute. 
“Hey.” Shane send Ilya a quick smile before going back to his notes, logging in ice time, which girls had shown the most improvement on basic drills, who was still struggling with common concepts. “How’s it going?” 
“Hi.” Ilya slid onto the bench nervously, hands gripping tight at the smooth worn boards. “Ah. You should let me buy you a ginger ale.” 
“A ginger ale.” Shane’s scribbling slowed. “Why?” 
“What?” Ilya tried to shrug, tried to sound casual. “You do not drink ginger ale anymore?” 
“Sometimes, I guess.” Shane hedged. “But I meant why as in, why do you want to buy me a drink?” 
“I hear you are staying on as head coach.” Ilya kept his eyes on the far side of the rink where the doors were opening to let the Zamboni out. “I think head coach deserves a drink, don’t you?” 
“Oh.” Shane nodded a couple times. “Right. I didn’t know people knew about that yet, I was going to wait and text the group chat once Coach Keeso announced first.” 
“So?” Ilya prodded when no other answer came along. “Ginger ale?” 
“I mean.” Shane sniffed. Rubbed his nose. Kept writing. “A beer’s fine.” 
“Alright then.” Ilya decided to treat that like a win, and scooted closer on the bench, sliding his hand over so he was almost almost touching Shane’s leg. “Let me buy you a beer.” 
“Tonight?” Shane hid his anxiety– tried to hide his anxiety– by pulling his phone out and checking the time. “Are the girls gonna come along? Do they want dinner?” 
“Not tonight, no.” Ilya kept watching the Zamboni, rubbing his thumb slowly, hopefully invitingly along the few inches of space between their bodies. “Tomorrow. There is no practice and is not a school night so I can drop the girls with friends for a sleepover. No curfew.” 
“I didn’t know a drink with a parent on my team required a curfew.” Shane ran out of things to write about for the practice and clipped the pen to the top of the clipboard, resting it on his lap and clasping his hands on top, staring out at the Zamboni slowly pulling onto the ice as if it were the most interesting thing he’d ever seen. 
“No, a drink does not require a curfew.” Ilya allowed. “But dinner and drinks might.” 
“I thought it was only a beer.” Shane countered with a slight hitch to his breath, and Ilya scooched his hand over another tiny bit before deciding in a casually, coaxing sort of way, “Could be dinner and a couple beers.” 
“But then it sounds like,” Shane’s eyes darted sideways to Ilya’s hand on the bench, the unspoken invitation in the sweep of his thumb along the boards. “A date. Dinner and drinks.” 
“No, not a date.” Came the quick denial. “A date has four things that all start with D. Drinks,” he counted off on his fingers, “dinner, dessert, and…” 
The list trailed off to nothing. Ilya put his hand back down on the bench, even closer than before and Shane stared down at it, then up at Ilya’s profile for as long as he could take before putting his own hand on the bench too, running his fingertips along the grooves and divots in the painted wood. “What is the fourth thing?” 
“What fourth thing?” 
“The fourth D.” Shane pointed out. “You said dates have four things that start with D. Drinks, dinner, dessert. What’s the fourth D thing?”  
All at once Shane felt very stupid, and the feeling was compounded by the aggravating wink Ilya sent his way once it became obvious to Shane that he’d walked right into a trap. 
“Jesus Christ.” He rolled his eyes. Didn’t move his hand away. “The fourth thing is dick? You are a father, Ilya. Why are you making dick jokes?” 
“I was going to say discussion.” Ilya huffed as if offended by the assumption. “Drinks, dinner, dessert and discussion is what makes a good date.” 
“The hell you were going to say discussion.” Shane fired back, and Ilya’s smile widened, “So. You are okay with date, then?” 
“No.” Shane didn’t move his hand. Not closer, not further, staying still even though the two inches of space between their fingers was driving him nuts. “Not a date. That’s weird for us.” 
“Right. Yes.” Ilya pursed his lips and nodded. “Would be weird for two people who knew each other carnally–” 
“Nope, don’t use that word, that’s gross.” 
“-- to go on date.” he finished teasingly. “So. Only drinks, dinner and discussion. No dessert means is not a date.” 
“A drink.” Shane corrected and Ilya tsked at him, “Mmm, appetizer, burgers and three drinks. Appetizer does not start with D, does not count towards date.” 
“No appetizer, maybe a burger and one drink.” 
“Split order of fries as appetizer.” he replied easily. “Big messy burgers with lots of toppings. Beer with dinner and another beer to wash it down.” 
“Ilya.” Shane started and Ilya angled his head to meet his eyes, eyebrows raised, “Shane?” 
“Fuck.” Every single gut feeling, bone deep instinct, common sense detector in Shane’s body told him to say no. It was a bad idea. He wasn’t over Ilya, wasn't coping with Ilya, wasn't anything approaching normal about Ilya and a face to face, removed from the neutral safety of the ice rink, kid and other parent free meet up was exactly what he shouldn’t be doing. What he’d been trying to avoid.
Making it through practice with Ilya hanging out watching, then hanging out afterwards to talk was already taxing Shane’s composure and sanity, and their occasional sort of flirty texts made the whole thing both so much better and so much worse which was so fucking confusing and stressful and— and—
Fuck, everything in Shane told him to say no.
Everything except that whisper soft little voice buried somewhere close to his heart that told him to say yes, the same whisper soft little voice that had told him to blurt out his room number the first time Ilya Rozanov had asked for it way back in 2009 when they’d been kids, been rookies, and had no idea what the next few years would bring.
“Okay.” Shane wasn’t even sure he said it out loud, wasn’t sure if the whispery needy aching want shoved way down deep in his chest had actually made it up his throat and past his lips to be audible.
But.
“Okay?” Ilya checked in, already leaning closer and already smiling, his voice tinged with anticipation and a fair amount of disbelief. “You are saying yes?” 
“Yes.” Share couldn’t believe he’d said it either. “Dinner and a couple drinks. Tomorrow.”
“Okay. Okay. Good. Yes.” Ilya nodded a few times, smiling way more confident than he felt. “Is not a date though, so don’t get your hopes up.” 
“No. It’s…” Shane inched, scooted, scooched his hand sideways until the side of his thumb barely barely brushed at Ilya’s thumb. “Not a date.” 
“I will text you place and time for our not-date.” Ilya covered Shane’s hand with his own for a half second as he stood up and moved away, putting his fingers to his lips and whistling for the twins, then nudging at Shane’s foot lightly when he passed, “See you tomorrow.” 
“...see you tomorrow.” 
From Lily: Hi Jane, see you in 28 hours :) 
From Jane: Hi Lily. You’re stupid. Stop it.
From Jane: See you in 28 hours. 
****
Chapter Notes: 
Mayday punching the boy at school is one of the original scenes I planned for this fic. As soon as I knew Ilya was gonna be a girl dad, I knew there had to be a bullying scene. Not that we're condoning bullying but also, I supports girls rights to throw hands so...
Dad!Ilya is so so fun and Shane is so smitten with him. The whole vibe of Ilya scolding Shane about suggesting ice cream as a reward for fighting when in fact he didn't even make it out of the school before promising his girls a treat? Top Tier. 
Mighty Ducks D2 shout out. Is it just me who was in love with the Icelandic team and their accents and is now realizing that might be why I love Ilya so much– big broody blonde hockey player with a thick accent? Boy howdy. 
Absolutely obsessed with how Shane tries to be distant in person but can’t help being closer over text. That disconnect with the fake names is just safe enough to let him be more honest not just with Ilya but also with HIMSELF, like he still knee jerk denies/pulls away from almost anything in person, but over text he's so much more open and this fic will parallel canon with their relationship taking steps forward via text before it starts reflecting in their IRL. 
Bonus points for Ilya having the world's most aesthetically pleasing sprinkle cupboard and Shane full on like 'good golly' about it. 
Also Ilya sneaking in to watch Shane skate?? Disco ball in the office to make Shane smile and Ilya thinking about defacing the picture but doesn’t because he loves how happy the girls and Shane are in it? We see you Softy McHeartEyes. 
Cut this chapter a little short so we can have all the date night goodness in Chapter 4, I’ve had their first Not-Date planned out for ages too. 
Thanks for reading! 






      

  












      Chapter 4: Not a Date (be gentle, i'm terrified)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Word Count Warning: I'm not apologizing for this being long as fuck, just warning y'all to prep with a water bottle, eye drops, maybe a box of kleenex cos the angst at the end is angsting.

Content Warning: Very quick mention of the whole "driving the car into the lake" thing from Ch1

Content Warning: They do be (partly) nekkid (holla)








  From Lily: Girls wanted to watch Mighty Ducks movies all day today.
From Lily: Now Mayday has been working on knuckle puck and Nadya is quacking for everything. 
From Lily: This chaos is your fault.
From Jane: Blaming the part time coach for your full time goblins sure is a choice.
From Lily: I’m gonna tell Mayday you called her a goblin so she’ll practice knuckle puck on your shins. 
From Jane: Rude.
From Jane: Are we still on for tonight?
Ilya thought maybe it wasn’t healthy for his heart to do whatever it did when Shane asked about the date— the not date— first. His heart did something twisty, his stomach swooped, and he knew he was smiling goofy down at his phone, he knew it. 
From Lily: Yes. 8. Jacob’s place.
From Jane: Okay.
Shane chewed at his thumbnail, his leg jumping anxiously as he thought about it, thought about it, thought about it, then rushed and sent a follow up text.
From Jane: Looking forward to it.
The reply from Ilya was quick.
From Lily: Me too. 
“Girls! You are slow like turtles and everyone knows I hate turtles!” He clapped his hands up the stairs in an effort to wrangle the twins into a speed faster than ‘slow as molasses’. “Come and let me check your bags. Come on.”
“You love turtles.” Mariya argued her way down the stairs, jumping the steps two at a time and landing with a thunk. “You mean we’re slow like a tortoise.”
“What is difference, Masha?” He held out his hand for her overnight bag and she gave it over with a sigh far too condescending for a seven year old and explained, “Turtles live in the ocean. Tortoise live in the desert. Turtles are fast. Tortoise is slow.”
“Which one is Nemo’s friend?” Ilya questioned and Mariya clicked her tongue at him, “Crash! Crash is Nemo’s friend! You talk like him all the time!”
“No, is not true, I do not talk like stoner turtle.” He denied, then cringed when Nadya made her way downstairs in time to overhear and ask innocently, “Wh-what is a stoner?”
“Ah. Is—“ He pursed his lips, knowing full well Sveta would cackle herself sick when she found out he’d gotten himself in a situation to explain potheads to the girls. 
“I used wrong word.” He finally decided, shrugging it off. “Meant surfer. I do not talk like surfer turtle.”
“I’m going t-to talk like a duck all day.” Unbothered by the slip up from her Papa, Nadya handed her sleepover bag to Ilya and chirped, “Quack quack qu-qu-quack! Quack at-tack!”
“Very glad those movies are your new favorite movies.” He briefly considered throwing a duck call at Shane for introducing those damn movies, fuck. “But okay. So long as it is ducks and not loons. Bags packed? Let’s see.”
The twins gathered round watching as Ilya ran through the checklist for necessary overnight supplies, clothes and toothbrushes and jammies, Boris the Tiger, Otto the Snake and of course—
“Here is emergency phone.” He put the phone in Mariya’s bag, and the watch linked to the same number around Nadya’s wrist. Nadya’s stammer got worse if she was nervous or upset, so it was easier to give Masha the responsibility of calls, while Nadya’s watch was capable of sending short texts and receiving longer messages from Ilya or Sveta. Both had location services turned on in case the girls were ever separated, both were preprogrammed with Ilya and Svetlana’s number, and both were mandatory accessories every time the girls were gone anywhere other than school.
“What is important numbers?” He asked, and both girls promptly recited his number, their Mama’s number, and their home address. 
“Okay.” He sent a test message to the phone and linked watch to make sure the ringer was up loud, then clapped his hands again. “Okay let’s go. I am very excited to get rid of you for the night. Out out out, go go go!”
Rebekah lived a few streets over in the same neighborhood, her dad drove big rigs and was gone more than he was home, and her mom worked at the school. She had been Mariya and Nadya’s first little friend in Montbonne, followed shortly by Angela who was always the fourth girl at the frequent sleepovers, and Ilya smiled when the twins burst into cheers in the backseat at seeing Angela’s car pulling into Rebekah’s driveway at the same time.
“Hi girls! Hi Ilya!” Angela’s mom smiled and waved as she pulled away and Ilya waved back, then whistled for the twins, “Mayday! Nadya! Reconsider life choices!” when the girls abandoned their bags in the driveway and sprinted for the low fence separating the front and back yard, poised like they were going to vault right over and chuck themselves onto the nearby trampoline. 
“Oh they’re fine.” Bekah’s mom came down the front steps and took the bags from Ilya with a pleasant laugh. “Bekah was so excited about a sleepover, she’s been half feral all day. Let them run, it’s fine. I can handle it.”
“Fair warning.” Ilya watched Mariya leap onto the trampoline and promptly start jumping as high as she could. “They watched Mighty Ducks all day so they are—“
A rousing, screeching, chorus of quack quack quack erupted from the backyard and he nodded, “Yes. They are like that. Sorry in advance.” 
“Nope. Totally fine, Bekah watched those movies this morning too, and wants to watch them again tonight.” Ilya didn’t understand she could smile so serenely while facing down a night full of wild seven year olds quacking at her. “Do you want me to bring the girls home in the morning? I’m already taking Angie home, I’m happy to drop Mariya and Nadya off, too.” 
“No, I will get them on the way to bakery around ten.” Ilya had no idea how his night with Shane was going to go, but whether the not-date ended at nine pm with a handshake, or for some insane reason, ended up lasting past midnight or maybe even until morning, he had kiddos to take care of and a bakery to run, so, “I will text when I’m on the way?” 
“Sounds good, hon.” She pressed at his arm lightly. “Say bye to those girls before they run into the house and disappear into the playroom.” 
“Masha. Nadyushka.” Ilya leaned over the fence and whistled for the twins. “I am leaving. Vyso v poryadke?” 
“We’re fine, Daddy.” Mariya tapped her lips twice blowing him a kiss, and Nadya did the same, “Ya tebya lyublyu!” 
“Ya vas lyublyu.” Ilya blew them a kiss back. “Call or text if you need anything." 
“Daddy, we’re fine! Go away!"
“They’re fine.” Bekah’s mom promised. “Have a good night, we’ll see you in the morning.” 
“Thank you.” Ilya waved at the twins again, but was thoroughly ignored in favor of all four girls running to get to the treehouse, so he got back in the car and headed the quick mile home to shower and change for his date. 
For his not date. 
For his chance to talk face to face, mostly private without kids and other parents in the way to overhear or interject, ten years overdue first date, not date, with Shane Hollander. 
Holy fuck. 
From Ilya: Just dropped girls off for sleepover. They have emergency phone.
From Sveta: I will text and check in. What are you doing without them? 
From Sveta: Big night of laundry and watching trash reality shows? 
From Ilya: Having dinner with Jane.
From Sveta: FaceTime right now. 
“Hi.” Ilya smiled when the video turned on. “How are--?" 
“Nope.” Svetlana sliced her hand through the air. “Nope. You are having dinner with Jane? Tonight?” 
“In a couple hours, yes.” Ilya propped the phone on the bathroom sink so he could rummage for a razor and shave his stubble. “What are you doing-–” 
“Stop.” Svetlana cut him off again. “Do not try to change the subject. You have a date. With Jane?” 
“No.” Ilya lathered up his chin, then smoothed the foamy cream along his jaw and onto his face. “Not a date.” 
“I don’t believe you.” she decided immediately. “Because you look terrified. Are you terrified?” 
The buzz of the electric razor filled the bathroom for a few minutes before Ilya finally said “Is easy to be with him, Sveta.” 
That wasn’t what she’d asked, but Svetlana stayed quiet and let Ilya find his words. 
“He’s fun.” the admission was accompanied by a reluctantly fond smile. “And sometimes it seems we can pick up again from 2014, but no.” he shook his head. “We have to talk. We have to or nothing will work.” 
“That will not be an easy talk.” she ventured and Ilya switched the razor to the other side of his face before agreeing, “Will not be easy talk. And I am not sure if he cares.” 
“Ilyushka.” The screen jostled as Svetlana moved from where ever she’d been in her apartment to her kitchen, glasses clinking as she poured herself some wine. “I am sure Jane still cares about you.” 
“No. I mean, I do not know if he cares to talk.” Ilya definitely wasn’t all the way sure Shane cared about him anymore beyond the looming weight of conversation, but he ignored that depressing thought to explain, “What happened. Where I went. He told me we didn't have to talk about it, so maybe he doesn't care anymore. But then sometimes, he says things or looks a certain way and I think he does care and does want to talk."
He shrugged, trying for nonchalance. "I don't know."
Svetlana clicked her tongue sympathetically when she could hear the upset in his voice. "Do you think he wants to move on without talking about it? He has maybe forgiven you already, so he does not need to talk it out and bring up bad memories?"
“No. More like.” Ilya frowned, moving the razor over his chin. “He wants to forget it matters at all. Wants to erase it between us. He wants to only be parent and coach, but we are not– I do not want to only be–"
“You two are more complicated than that.” Svetlana switched to speaking Russian when Ilya’s expression creased in frustration. “Lily and Jane. Even if you are only friends after this, there is too many things, it's too complicated for you to be only coach and parent acquaintances, so you have to talk, but you don’t think Jane cares enough to have the conversation.” 
“Da. Spasibo.” Ilya’s shoulders dropped relieved when the words came easier in Russian. “But I care alot. Too much, maybe."
“Well." she pursed her full lips, thinking, "I think if he said yes to a date with you--"
“Not a date.” 
“Whatever you say, my love.” she comforted. “Still. He said yes. So yes, I think he still cares and will want to talk. Which is...terrifying for you?” 
“Yes.” Ilya reached for a soft rag to wipe the remaining foam off his face. “Terrifying. But it might be good.” 
“It might be.” Svetlana encouraged with a small smile. “What are you wearing tonight?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe you,” he hesitated. “Maybe you could suggest something? I want to look…” 
His voice trailed off embarrassed and she tsked at him, “Ilyushka, what is it? Tell me.” 
“I’ve never been on real first date.” he admitted after a beat. “Or first not date. You and I were friends who fucked and then were pregnant and married. Other dates with other girls were,” Ilya shrugged. “Didn’t count? Only hook ups, so they did not matter, what I wore did not matter. I do not know what to wear to something like this."
“Okay.” A lamp clicked on behind Svetlana as she settled onto the couch with her wine glass. “Do you still have your fuck boy club rat clothes?"
"No." he glared at her. "You 'accidentally' put them in donation box when we moved from Boston, remember?"
"Mm that's right. Sorry about that." She wasn't sorry in the slightest, her green eyes sparkling with laugher. "It's better anyway, you are too many years into being a Dad to have club wear and I do not think your very boring Jane would like that anyway."
"He is boring." The descriptor had never been an insult, not a single time Ilya had said it over so many, too many years. He said 'boring' and meant 'beautiful', and Svetlana's smile softened when she heard it.
"What about your charcoal sweater?" she suggested after a minute of thought. "The lighter one with the darker patches on your elbows. It is pretty with your eyes and comfortable. Dark jeans. Or slacks. Not too fancy, but fancy enough so Jane knows tonight matters. Because it does matter, yes? Alot for you.” 
“Alot. Yes. You know it does.” 
“Make sure he knows that, then.” Her smile dimmed a hint sad for him, for how difficult it had been for Ilya to let Shane go the first time, for how potentially difficult the night could be, “Even if he does not want to talk about the hard stuff. Remember, he does not know you are different and open and willing to talk now. Use your words."
“Okay. I will use my words.” Ilya pulled the Sveta-approved sweater from the closet and dug through his dresser for an appropriately dark pair of jeans. “What are you doing tonight?” 
“I will text the girls for a while, then I have to proofread a contract for a client before I get drunk on this expensive wine.” she lifted her glass towards the screen,. “So if you need me? I might be tipsy, but I will be here to listen, hm?” 
“Thank you.” Ilya tapped his lips twice. “I love you.” 
“Love you too.” she sent him a kiss back. “Good luck tonight.” 
“Bye.”
Before shutting the closet door, Ilya grabbed his skate bag down from the top shelf and tossed it on the bed next to his clothes. 
Because maybe.
Maybe.
*****
Shane hadn’t had a reason to wear anything other than sweats or pajamas for the better part of nine months, and when he opened his closet to figure out what the hell to wear to a not-date, the options were truly, unfortunately dismal.
“Okay well, I can’t wear a suit.” Shane frowned at the crisp black suit that had once been perfectly tailored to his body, but now probably hung a little loose in his arms and pulled a little too tight around his stomach. The immediately mortifying memory of how he’d gotten dressed in a full suit the night he and Ilya had first hooked up was more than enough motivation for him to resolutely, self consciously shove the suit aside to see the rest of his clothes, but the remaining options were just as bad.
Athletic company branded t-shirts. Athletic company branded long sleeves. Shane had a dozen hoodies hanging in the closet and more than a dozen pairs of joggers and sweats in the dresser, but somehow he only had two pair of jeans and one pair of slacks, and the jeans had holes in the knees and the slacks were specifically tailored slim in a way that would emphasize how he wasn't fit slim anymore in too obvious a way. Shane had a black button up and a white button up, but nothing really went together and none of the shades of black exactly matched and it sucked.
Shane had lived most of his life in hockey gear, workout clothes, or a suit to get him to and from  press events, and now at thirty three years old, he had nothing to wear for anything that wasn’t hockey, working out, or press events. 
Fuck. 
From Hayden: Hey bud, just checking in again.
From Hayden: I know you’re not doing good. 
From Hayden: Not tryna baby you or whatever. But I’m worried about you.
Shane didn’t let himself hope it was Ilya texting, and he didn’t let himself be disappointed that the messages were from Hayden, not Lily. 
From Hayden: Real fucking weird to be on the ice without you. The rookies are all assholes chirping about redefining the game with their scientifically proven maximum efficiency workouts and diets, but I refuse to listen to it until they get enough ice time to matter. 
Shane scoffed at Hayden’s predictably grumpy approach to anything other than simply playing the game, and for the first time in months— and maybe to distract himself from spiraling over a lack of clothing options— Shane texted back.
From Shane: Sucks they’re all assholes, but you know, there’s a lot of truth to the science backed diets.
From Hayden: Oh holy shit you texted back.
Shane’s phone started ringing immediately, and for the first time in months, he picked up.
“Hayden.”
“Ho-ho-holy shit!” Hayden shouted into the phone, and somewhere in the background, Jackie hollered, “Hayden! Language!”
“Shane picked up the phone!” He hollered back and Jackie promptly, “Oh my god! Tell him we all say hi!”
“Jackie and the girls all say hi.” Hayden said quickly. “Holy shit, bud. I can’t believe you actually picked up! How the hell are you!” 
“Hey.” Shane couldn’t help but smile hearing the over the top glee from his best friend. “I’m okay. How are things for you?” 
“No, don’t change the subject, what the hell.” The background noise muffled as Hayden ducked into a different room to get away from the chatter of four kids. “Don’t just say you’re okay and ask about my family when I know full well you aren’t okay cos you haven’t talked to me in months.” 
“It hasn’t been months.” Shane hedged, but Hayden retorted, “It’s been months, Shane. I was starting to think you drove up to the middle of nowhere just to put your damn car into a lake and call it all done.” 
Then, with a layer of hurt and worry and anger, “Is that what you’re doing, Shane? You hiding away in the woods trying to get up the courage to fucking kill yourself? Because if you think for one second I’m gonna sit here and let you–” 
“Hayden.” Shane closed his eyes tight. Held the phone to his ear tight. Tried really really hard to not let his voice wobble. “No. I’m not doing that. Not– not sitting here looking at the lake trying to get the courage to kill myself.” 
“Okay.” Hayden’s voice did wobble and Shane rubbed at his eyes, at his nose, at his mouth, bracing himself so he wouldn’t hang up and hide the way he did every time anyone got a little too close to the truth for comfort. 
“Okay cos I’m worried about you.” Hayden finally managed. “And I miss you. When you bought that place and dipped outta Montreal, I was really fucking scared that the next time I heard anything, it would be that you were–” 
“No.” He cut in when Hayden’s voice did the wobbly, vulnerable, breaking thing again. “No, Hayden. It’s not like that. It’s– I mean, it was pretty bad for a while–” 
“Jesus Christ, Shane!” 
“-- but it’s better now!” he finished louder. “I’m doing better now. Not all the way great, but better. I promise.” 
“Tell me about it, then.” Hayden demanded. “Right now. Tell me what you’re doing up there and if you’re staying active and all that. Talk to me.” 
“Okay.” Shane put the phone on speaker and pulled everything out of his closet, out of his dresser, out of the boxes of clothes he’d never unpacked because he still hadn’t committed to actually living at the cabin. “Okay, so I uh– I bought a cabin up here in Montbonne…” 
Shane filled Hayden in on everything while he systematically sorted through and discarded all the clothes that weren’t the right clothes for the upcoming not-date. 
Well, Shane filled Hayden in on almost everything while he searched for the right outfit to wear for a not-date with Ilya fucking Rozanov. 
He told Hayden about the cabin, but not that the place was still mostly un-renovated. Shane mentioned his daily yoga and stretching, but not that he’d cancelled all of his most recent mental health therapy appointments. He talked about how good the food at the bar was, but not that he was having a hard time eating.
Hayden whooped in excitement when Shane told him about coaching, but Shane didn’t say anything about the panic attack he’d had standing in a rink for the first time, didn’t say anything about spending the first several practices in his shoes cos he’d been scared to put on his skates, didn’t say anything about how coaching made him realize how long it had been since he’d actually enjoyed hockey, and how the girls helped him rediscover the fun it it all. 
Shane didn’t say anything about a pair of twins with wild hair and wide smiles, and their Dad who had stepped right from Shane’s best, most painful memories and back into his life.
Hayden had questions, encouragement, and support and Shane had to press at his chest, at his heart, when the reminder of just how empty his life was without their friendship and laughter and support hit him hard. 
“It sounds like you’re doing great!” Haydey said enthusiastically, and Shane shook the wrinkles from yet another black button up shirt and nodded, “Yeah, I am. I’m okay. Things are okay over here.” 
“So when’s the first game for your little team? What’s the team name? Do you guys do any away games, maybe me and the girls could come and see you play! You know the twins are going into sixth grade this year, so they’re trying out for the junior high team and they’d love if–” 
From Lily: See you soon. 
Hayden kept talking. Shane felt bad for not listening but the very second his phone lit up with a text from Lily, he tuned Hayden right out. It was already seven pm which meant he only had about forty minutes to figure out what the hell to wear, take a shower and get out the door so he’d make it to Jacob’s place on time, fuck. 
“Hayden?” Shane interrupted Hayden’s ramble about how stressed out Jackie was about having middle schoolers, and he felt bad for not listening, he did. But not knowing what to wear for the not date was starting to feel like a fucking emergency, so he interrupted, “Hayden. Could you uh– could you help me pick out some clothes for a thing tonight?” 
“A thing tonight?” Hayden’s voice pitched almost hilariously high in excitement. “Is it a date? Do you have a date?!” 
“No, it’s not a–” 
“Jackie!” He shouted for his wife. “Baby! Shane has a date tonight!” 
Jackie shouted something back that sounded like ‘good for him!’ and Hayden crowed, “Tell me all about her! Who’s the girl who finally swayed confirmed bachelor Shane Hollander into romance?” 
“It’s not a date date.” Shane tried to deflect, but Hayden insisted, “No, if you’re stressed about what to wear, it’s definitely a date.” 
“No, it’s just uh–” 
“What’s her name?” 
“Hayden, we’re only–” 
“Where did you even meet her? Don’t tell me you couldn’t find a single decent girl in Montreal for like ten years, but you move to the middle of the woods and find the woman of your dreams? That’s crazy, bud.” 
“It’s only dinner and drinks.” The room was starting to feel too warm, the air too stifling. Shane dropped onto the bed and tugged at the collar of his hoodie trying to cool down. “Not a date. We’re having dinner, hanging out, just uh--just catching up.” 
“Catching up!” Hayden latched onto that immediately. “So you know her from before? Reconnecting? Who is she?” 
She she she. Shane dragged his fingers up and down his thigh, up and down his thigh, up and down his thigh as the old familiar panic climbed the back of his throat and settled heavy into his head. “Hayden, um–” 
The reminder that he wasn’t only keeping small details from his best friend, but that he’d never been able to share the big detail, the big secret, the big thing about Ilya made the clammy, panicky, too warm, too stifling feeling worse. “Hayden–”
“Oh, Jackie says not to wear black.” Hayden informed him. “Something about how sexy and broody isn’t the right look for a first date, not when you’re basically a ball of sunshine.” 
“I dunno how much of a ball of sunshine I am these days.” the change of subject to clothes was a relief. “What um, what color does she say to wear?” 
“She says to wear green. But not– what was that, babe?” muffled on the other side while Jackie gave her opinion. “Not light green because it looks like puke. Do with that information what you will.” 
“Light green looks like puke. Got it.” Shane didn’t own a single piece of clothing that was anything resembling light green, but he nodded along anyway. “Okay. So, blue?” 
“Thumbs up to blue.” Hayden laughed. “You sound nervous! It’s gonna be fine. You’re Shane Hollander, she’s gonna love you. Just remember to smile, otherwise you look like you’re bored all the time.” 
“Smile so I don’t look bored. Got it.” Seven-fifteen. Shane had to go and he wasn’t anywhere closer to actually knowing what to wear. “I gotta go or I’m gonna be late.” 
“Sure sure, but hey, call me tomorrow?” Hayden’s voice lifted hopefully. “Or at least answer a goddamn text every once in a while? I miss you, bud. And we love you.” 
“Yeah. I miss you, too.” Shane missed him, and he hated that the surface level personal conversation with his best friend was still uncomfortably too personal enough to leave him anxious.
When the hell was that gonna get better? When was he gonna get better and stop having to brace himself just to talk with his family and friends?
“Love you. Give Jackie and the kids a hug for me.” 
“Will do!” 
From Jane: Running late. Sorry. Hayden called. 
From Lily: Hayden Pike? That guy sucks. 
From Jane: You haven’t played against him in over ten years. You can’t hold a pointless grudge for that long. 
From Lily: The hell I can’t. He is world class cock blocker. I hate him on principle.
From Jane: Whatever. See you soon. 
*****
Jacob’s Place
“Well hullo there, Coach.” Jacob made a show of adjusting his glasses and looking Shane over with a wide smile when Shane finally made it into the bar at ten past eight. “Don’t usually see you in town this late.” 
“Hey Jacob.” Shane glanced surreptitiously around the room, scanning the booths and tables for a glimpse of Ilya’s blond hair. “Yeah, usually I’m in bed with a book and cocoa by now, but I guess I’m feeling wild tonight.” 
“Book and cocoa, huh? And people say Shane Hollander isn’t funny.” Jacob pulled a bottle of Shane’s usual beer from the cooler and popped the lid off. “So can I assume this is why you never noticed me noticing you?”
“This? What do you mean–” Shane stopped when Jacob inclined his head slightly left to where the top of Ilya’s head was visible over the back of a booth tucked almost out of sight at the other end of the bar. “Oh.” 
“Yeah.” Jacob waggled his eyebrows. “Oh.” 
“No.” Shane shook his head in immediate, habitual, denial. “No, it’s not like– it’s not um– we aren’t–” 
“Hey hey.” Jacob rapped his knuckles at the bar top, then made a zipping motion over his mouth, “Don’t worry about it. If I saw Mr. Rozanov wander in all nervous and jittery like a kid waiting on his prom date, that’s nobody’s business, and neither is you blushing hard enough to make me concerned for your heart. Don’t worry about it, alright? Not in here and not with me, that's for damn sure."
“Uh. Okay.” Knowing Ilya was visibly nervous about their not-date made the ball of anxiety in Shane's chest ease a little bit. “Okay. I won’t worry about it. Thank you.” 
Then belatedly, “Wait, what did you say about noticing me? You uh, notice me? Like,” he hesitated. “Noticed me?” 
“Everyone notices you, Coach.” Jacob rolled his eyes as if he didn’t believe Shane didn’t know how many stares he garnered on a daily basis. “Everyone notices Ilya, too. Makes sense the two most noticed boys in this dreary little town only ever notice each other. Bad luck and bah humbug for hopeless romantics like me, I guess.”
“I don’t know what to say to that.” Shane mumbled embarrassed, so Jacob just slid his beer over and changed the subject, “I’ll bring some fries, but if you’re ready for a refill before that, just let me know.” 
“...Thanks.” 
The booth at the far end of the room was about as discreet as one could hope for a small bar in a small town. It had been built into an odd alcove on the wall so it was half hidden from view, the back of the bench seats high enough so no patrons at any other table had a clear view of who might be sitting there, and with its distance from the door, the typical noise was muffled enough to give the lone booth a sense of privacy. Shane hadn’t ever noticed it during his previous visits to the bar, and as he made his way over with beer in hand, he didn’t know if he was relieved Ilya had picked such a discreet spot, or if maybe he was a little bit sad that after all these years they were still hiding. 
“Hi.” Ilya didn’t know what to say when Shane slid into the seat across from him. He hadn’t seen Shane walk in and there hadn’t been a warning ‘I’m here’ text to give him a minute to brace himself, so Ilya blinked and said, “Hi.” when suddenly Shane was right there in the booth with him. 
“Hey.” Shane was overdressed. Damn it. He’d settled on a white dress shirt under a blue pullover and thought it looked nice, relatively put together and situationally appropriate with the stiff collar and buttoned cuffs showing at his neck and wrists, but Ilya was so effortlessly soft in a comfortable sweater, so easily good looking with his curls loose and his necklace gleaming gold at his throat that Shane promptly felt awkward and stiff and like he was very clearly trying too hard. 
“Sorry I’m late.” he offered, fidgeting with the buttons on his cuff. “I got caught up with Hayden. Haven’t talked to him in a while. So.” 
“Hm.” Ilya’s eyes darted from the blue shirt stretched at Shane’s shoulders to the bulk of his arms, up to the collar of his dress shirt and the open buttons at the vee of his neck. “You look nice. But. Fancy. I should have dressed up more?” 
“No. You look great.” Shane kept fussing with his shirt cuffs. With the stiff collar. With the buttons he’d spent a ridiculous amount of time debating whether or not to leave open. “It turns out the only clothes I own are either sweats or suits. I had to go digging in a box to find this outfit.” 
It was a stupid thing to say. A stupid thing to admit to. lya didn’t need to know he’d stressed about what the hell to wear for a perfectly normal not-date with the guy he used to love sleep with. 
“No, me too. I had nothing to wear.” Ilya waved off Shane’s embarrassment. “All my clothes are bakery safe or Dad clothes meant to run around with feral twins. Svetlana picked out my clothes tonight.” 
“Your ex wife picked out an outfit for you to wear for a not-date with someone you used to fuck?” Shane blurted and Ilya’s blue eyes sparked with laughter, “Was her fault I don't have anything decent to wear, she threw out all my slutty club rat clothes a few years ago. The least she could do is pick out replacement outfit, hm?"
“Oh my god.” Shane slumped into the booth, much more at ease with the whole thing once they’d managed to laugh together. “Well, she has good taste. You look great. Really,” he let his gaze linger at the width of Ilya’s chest, where the gray sweater narrowed into the vee of his waistline. “Really great. Yeah. I like this better than slutty club rat clothes, I think."
“You look great, too.” Ilya relaxed when Shane did, leaning against the tall seat back and sipping at his beer. “How is Hayden Pike these days?” 
“You don’t care about Hayden.” Shane accused good-naturedly, and no Ilya didn’t care about or remember much of the blandly inoffensive mediocre player who had been the reason behind several of Shane’s hook up cancellations back in the day, but he searched his memory to come up with at least a nugget of information to add to the conversation, “What, he has ten kids now? Maybe fourteen? He had so many before.” 
“Okay well he definitely doesn’t have ten kids, he and Jackie stopped at four.” Shane paused when Jacob came by with a big basket of fresh fries and two menus. “But he’s good, I guess."
“You guess? You don’t talk to him much any--" Ilya’s eyebrows shot up when Jacob winked at Shane and Shane flushed pink about it. “Whoa. What the fuck was that?” 
“What was what?” Shane picked up a menu, and Ilya leaned forward in his seat when the flush on Shane’s face got darker, “Jacob winked at you and you are shy about it. Why? What did he say to you when you came in?” 
“First of all, I’m not shy about anything right now.” Shane denied. “And Jacob didn’t really say anything. I got the feeling that maybe he's--"
“Heartbroken we are here together instead of inviting him along.” Ilya finished with a nod. “Yes. I got same feeling. But I am not shy about it. Why are you shy about it?”
“I’m not shy about it!” Shane kicked Ilya’s foot under the table. “It doesn’t even matter. But I had no idea he was uh…” 
It wasn’t fair how much Shane’s adorably scrunched up confused expression fucked with Ilya’s sanity. It also wasn’t fair how shyly stupidly thrilled it made Ilya when Shane never moved his foot after kicking him, and their shoes stayed touching under the table. 
“He said something about how I never noticed him noticing me.” Shane clarified sheepishly. “I feel dumb about it. And guilty for being stuck in my head so much lately? I guess I’m not paying attention to other people and that makes me feel like shit.” 
“Ah.” Shane not noticing when someone was interested in him didn’t surprise Ilya in the least, but he was surprised to hear Shane admit to being stuck in his head, so Ilya steered the conversation a little more down that particular avenue with a curious, “That is why you don’t talk to Hayden much anymore? Stuck in your head." 
“I don’t really talk to anyone anymore.” Shane didn’t want to get into all the reasons why he was reluctant to talk with his best friend or parents or therapist or doctors or anyone lately. “Where are the girls tonight?”
“Sleepover.” Ilya saw the avoidance for what it was, but let it go. “Bekah’s house. Apparently she is watching Mighty Ducks too, so they are quacking a lot.” He tapped the tip of his shoe against Shane’s. “Is your fault. Thank you for bringing that noise into my life.”
“I’m gonna get them duck calls for Christmas.” Shane didn’t move his foot away when he felt the there and gone tap. “You’re welcome in advance.”
“Don’t you dare.” Ilya waited until Shane crunched through a few fries before reaching for a handful for himself. “These are good, right? Some days I sneak here and eat a bunch while the girls are in school so I don’t have to share.” 
“Yeah, Mariya seems like she’d bite you if you tried to make her share a snack.” The fries were good, salty and crispy and golden enough to make Shane wonder when the last time he’d actually enjoyed his food was, and holy shit wasn’t that the most depressing thought ever? “I’m learning more and more why you call her Mayday.”
“No no, even with all her doom bringing, Mayday will share her food.” Ilya corrected around a big bite of their shared appetizer. “Is Nadya who will bite you for trying to steal from her plate. She is vicious.”
“Nadya.” Shane echoed skeptically, munching at a couple more fries and steadfastly ignoring both the noise in his head that told him to stop stop stop and the little voice deeper down that kept reminding him that getting emotional over enjoying food was the sort of thing he should talk to a therapist about. Fuck. “Sweet little Nadya who holds everyone’s hand when they leave the ice so they don’t stumble. Nadya would bite over sharing food?”
“Don’t let her fool you.” Ilya warned with a wag of his finger. “She will draw blood if you get between her and a good pasta. She is like her Mama that way.” 
“Her mama.” Shane nodded. Swallowed. Wiped his mouth then wiped his fingers on the napkin.
“Okay. I have to ask.” he had to ask, at some point before the night was over and before he made himself insane, Shane had to ask, “You and Svetlana.” 
“Yes.” Ilya didn't skip a beat. “What do you want to know?” 
“I know it’s not really my business.” he started, but Ilya dipped a fry and disagreed, “No, is your business more than anyone else’s. Ask.” 
“Just uh.” Shane hated that it bothered him, hated that he needed to know, “When did the two of you get together?” 
“Not before Vegas.” Ilya answered bluntly. Shane’s shoulders relaxed a notch and Ilya nodded, “Not before Sochi either. Not officially. Onlya sometimes if I was home for summer. Nothing serious.” 
“But when you moved back to Russia?” 
“It was difficult with my Papa. She was there for me.” There was no need for details, for an itemized timeline. Shane spent two practices a week with the outcome of the relationship with Svetlana, so Ilya stuck to the important information, “She was pregnant in 2016 and it was an accident, but we were best friends. Loved each each other. We didn’t terminate and got married to make it all legal.” 
Jacob came to take their order and bring fresh beers, and after he was gone, Ilya continued, “Was easier to deal with Papa’s medical, funeral, and estate things with Svetlana helping as my wife. Papa passed in 2017 right after the girls were born, and once they could travel, it was easy to move to the US with Svetlana’s citizenship, then up to Canada."
“Right.” Shane didn’t make a move to take one of the fresh beers. “So.” 
“So what?” Ilya pushed the full bottle towards Shane. “Drink. And ask.” 
“Um.” Ilya being so direct with him, taking charge of the conversation and even sort of taking charge of the food situation was comfortingly familiar enough to make Shane’s heart race, and he had to take a second to breathe. “Alright. When did you guys split up?” 
“Early last year.” Ilya didn’t pick up his own beer until after Shane had taken a drink and eaten some more fries. “We were separated for a while before, but is official from February ‘23. There are no ah,” he made a negative motion with his hand, “no hard feelings. We go to Russia every summer so the girls can see Svetlana’s Papa, their Dedushka, I take girls to the city to see Sveta all the time and she comes home here every chance she can in between work. It is good for us. We still love each other, but we are not–” 
“In love?” Shane hoped he didn’t sound as pathetically optimistic as he felt. “You guys aren’t in love.” 
“No. Not in love.” Ilya clocked it when Shane’s shoulders relaxed another little bit. Huh. “But still family.” 
“And the girls understand.” 
“They understand Mama and Papa are best friends and always there for them.” he agreed firmly. “Is the only thing that matters.” 
“Okay. So the bakery.” The burgers were huge. Shane’s eyes bugged out when Jacob sat two oversized, over tall, over loaded with toppings burgers on the table. “Uh, was that a before or after you guys split up thing?” 
“You mean, was it Sveta’s dream or mine.” Ilya grabbed for the serrated steak knife and sawed through his burger, then handed it to Shane so he could cut the hugely towering entree down to something less intimidating. “Did I want it, or am I stuck with it.” 
“That sounds rude.” Shane winced apologetically. “But yeah. That’s what I mean. It’s hard to imagine Ilya Rozanov in an apron making cupcakes.” 
“Mm yes, but you have not seen how I am adorable in apron.” Ilya picked up half of his burger and looked it over critically, pulling a piece of bacon away and crunching through it, frowning at the avocado slice and getting rid of the tomato entirely. He took the time to examine the food, giving Shane the chance and time to do the same without feeling stared at, and once Shane had ditched the bacon and lettuce but kept the avocado and tomato and took a whole bite, Ilya took a bite too. 
“Bakery was investment first.” he washed down the first big bite with a swallow of beer. “But Alicia bullied me into caring. Turns out I am good at baking. And my Mama.” he took another bite, chewed it slow until he was brave enough to admit, “She baked with me before she died. I share the recipes with the girls, and is like they know her a little bit, too.” 
“That’s really special.” Shane said quietly, and the corner of Ilya’s mouth tilted into a small smile, “I think so, yes. Is worth the time and effort.” 
“I don’t think I know anything about your Mom.” Shane took another small bite of the admittedly delicious burger, and wondered if Ilya would say something snarky if he pushed the bread away and only ate the patty and toppings so he could justify eating the whole thing instead of only half. 
“No.” Ilya definitely did notice when Shane peeled the homemade bun away and started cutting up the meat with a knife and fork. “I never told you anything about her.”
“We didn’t really talk much back then, did we?”
“No.” The statement wasn’t accusatory or unkind, just matter of fact. “We have maybe talked more right now than all other times.” 
“Yeah.” Shane cut into another bite of his bun-less burger. “Probably.” 
“What about you?” Ilya started in on his burger in earnest. “Did you ever get married?” 
“What?” Shane visibly startled, his silverware clinking at the plate when he jerked his head up in surprise. “God, no. Not married. I never had time to date when I was playing, and now I have a ton of time but it’s uh– well. You know.” 
Ilya took a drink, raising his eyebrows and prompting, “What?” when Shane quit talking. “What is now?” 
“Now, you know.” Shane took another couple bites before he answered. “I’m a washed up, injured former player teaching little kids how to play in a tiny town a couple hours North of nowhere? I’m not exactly,” his chuckle was painfully self deprecating. “Not exactly a catch these days.” 
“Not a catch.” Ilya repeated blankly. “You are kidding, right?” 
“No, I’m serious.” Shane pushed the food away and picked his beer up again. “Before all this, I was Shane Hollander, but now I’m just,”
He didn’t want to talk about it, he didn’t want to talk about it. “Now I’m like, Shane Hollander’s shadow. Walmart brand Shane Hollander. Feels like anyone who would want me now must only be around for who I used to be."
Saying it out loud was mortifying. Shane hadn’t even admitted that to his therapist, hadn’t mentioned it to his parents when his Mom had pushed him to start dating for the first time in years. He hadn’t told anyone he didn’t want to date, because he knew right down deep in his shredded up soul that no one wanted to date this version of him.
“I feel like," slowly." Anyone who’s interested in me now would be there half outta curiosity and half outta pity. And I don’t want that. You get it, right?” 
“No, I don't get it. You say you are Walmart brand you and not a catch, and that is crazy to me.” Ilya wished he could have said all that in a serious enough tone for Shane to really actually believe him, but his phone chimed with an incoming text from the twins and he picked it up immediately, regretting the lost emphasis of the moment but unwilling– unable– to ignore the message from the kids even for the sake of watching Shane’s reaction to the compliment. “Shit. Hold on, I have to check this.” 
From Masha-Nadyushka: Ate dinner. Quack! Watching movies. Quack!
From Daddy: Be good ducklings. Text me before bed.
From Mama: Love you, angels. Quack Quack.
From Daddy: No Sveta, not you too. No quacks.
From Mama: Die mad about it.
From Masha-Nadyushka: Die mad about it Daddy! Quack quack!
“Is the girls.” He explained as he put his phone away. “Checking in after food and before movies.”
Shane was still reeling from Ilya’s bluntly delivered denial of him not being a catch to do anything other than shrug, “I uh– I didn’t ask. You can text whoever you want.” 
“Obviously yes, but would be rude to text someone else while on date.” Ilya didn’t give Shane a chance to point out that they had both very specifically agreed the night wasn’t a date. He looked over at their partially eaten food and half drank beers, then took the plunge and decided, “We should go skate.”  
“What?” Shane must have misheard him. “What did you say?” 
“We should go skate.” Ilya wadded his napkin on his plate and pushed it towards the edge of the table. “We could sit here not eating and trying to talk, but this is uncomfortable, yes? Not…”
He waved his hand vaguely. “Easy. I think it would be more fun and easy to skate a while. Easier to keep talking and I want,” emphasis, “to keep talking. Will you come skate with me?”
“The– the rink is closed.” Oh that was a dumb thing to say, a dumb thing to point out, Shane felt dumb about saying it, but Ilya only grinned, then raised his eyebrows very high and drawled sarcastically, “Hm, if only I knew someone with all the keys to the rink who could break the rules and let me in?"
It was a test. A challenge. Ilya was pushing him, and something about the invitation to skate together when Ilya was leaning forward grinning with his foot was wedged against Shane’s under the table was so staggeringly invitingly intimate that Shane almost faltered beneath a split second jolt of fear cos it seemed all at once too impossibly big.
Dinner and drinks was one thing.
Skating together, sharing the ice, being somewhere that mirrored the place it had all started for them ten years ago was something else.
But.  
“I could skate.” he nodded nodded nodded before the jolt of fear turned into backing down. “Yeah. Okay. My skates are already in the car.” 
“Mine too.” Ilya slid his hand across the table, closer closer closer. “I can drive us there.” 
“You have your skates already.” Shane stared at Ilya’s hand and wondered if Ilya had brought his skates along as a pre-planned way to stretch the night longer, or if it was a split second decision not only about spending more time together but about about wanting to spend better time together, cos yeah, skating sounded way more fun than sitting at a table trying to talk and not really eating. “Okay. But no, I’ll drive myself. The cabin is out past that end of town anyway, so it’s closer for me to leave after.” 
“The cabin.” Ilya pulled his wallet out to cover the bill. “You aren’t going home tonight? Out to cabin instead?” 
“What? No.” Shane frowned. “I live at the cabin.” 
“Ah. Well. You didn’t call it home.” Ilya pointed out. “Just cabin.” 
“Right.” The cabin wasn’t home. Shane hated that he’d slipped up and made the disconnect noticeable, cos now Ilya was watching him close, blue eyes trained on his face searching and fuck Shane hadn't ever really figured out how to hide from Ilya, not back then and apparently not yet.
"No, I--" he scratched at his eyelid. Scratched at his eyebrow. "I live at the cabin. Yeah."
“Okay.” Ilya let it go the same way he’d let half a dozen other things go over their stilted dinner. “We will meet at the rink?” 
He turned his hand over on the table, palm up and fingers curled coaxing, “Do not flake on me, hm? Tell me to meet, then abandon me with my romantic dreams. Would be too mean.” 
“Disappearing without a word is more your style, isn't it?” Shane put enough cash down on the table to cover his half of the meal, then hesitated, hesitated and brushed the tips of his fingers over Ilya’s palm before scooting out of the booth. “See you over there.” 
“See you over there.” The parting comment hadn’t sounded mean, but Shane’s dark eyes had flickered vulnerable and Ilya had felt it sharp right through his chest all the same, the sting and burn of it soothed only a bit by the fleeting touch at his hand. 
“We still need to talk about it.” Ilya muttered to himself, to the empty side of the booth. “Fuck.” 
He finished his beer and swept all the money from the table to take to the bar. “Here is for bill.” he set his money down to cover their food and drinks, then held up the crumpled wad of Shane’s cash and shoved it in the tip jar. “Is for you. Thank you.” 
“So jealous of the two of you spending the evening together, I could drive right off a cliff.” Jacob sighed like it pained it right down to his soul. “But good luck anyway.” 
He sent Ilya a double thumbs up and Ilya tried for a smile much more confident than he felt, “Spasibo, Jacob. Good night.” 
“Good night!” 
Shane’s car was the only one at the ice rink when Ilya pulled in and parked. The arcade and bowling alley in the adjacent lot closed at nine on the weekends during the school year, so even on a Friday night the parking lots were empty, the buildings locked up and shut down, far enough away from the highschool and neighborhoods to be serenely quiet. 
Inside the arena was more of the same, the cavernous space echoing and empty and cold, the offices and lockers rooms dark. Ilya ducked through the propped open side door and closed it behind him so no random passers-by might be tempted to sneak in and spy, then hurried down the long hallway and around the corner to find Shane already on the ice. 
The lights high above the rink cast pale circles on the ice, illuminating the center line and the face off circles while shrouding the boards and corners in shadow, and Shane flitted between the light and dark as he skated past in slow figure eights. He’d ditched the pullover but kept the dress shirt, the sleeves rolled and cuffed on his forearms, a few more buttons open at his neck and the shirt tails untucked from his fitted pants. The material clung to his body as he moved, and Ilya stood by the bleachers for a few moments to watch longingly the same way he’d watching longingly for a dozen different mornings, before finding a spot to sit and get his skates on. 
“Hey.” Shane came out of a shadowy turn into the light, and smiled when he saw Ilya waiting at the open door in the boards. “Grab those sticks and the puck when you get in here?” 
“Yep.” Ilya grabbed the two sticks and the puck stashed on the players bench and, “Here.” tossed one of the sticks at Shane, who caught it out of the air and got it down on the ice in time to catch the puck as Ilya fired it his way. 
And immediately it was easier. 
Being on the ice together was immediately, beautifully, achingly familiar in all the best ways, easier. 
“You wanna…?” Shane inclined his head towards the far end of the rink and Ilya nodded, pushed off the boards and went to find his position for the first sequence of a long learned warm up pattern without needing any more of an explanation. 
Cos yes. He did. Whatever Shane meant when he inclined his head smiling towards a stretch of ice they could share together, the answer was yes, Ilya did want it. 
And there was something to be said there, something to be noticed and appreciated about equality and balance being found in a rink, about time standing still and defensive layers being stripped away beneath the swush-swush of skates, about recognizing someone simply by the way they passed the puck or the movement of each stride or maybe about recognizing one’s self for the first time in a long time because the rink was home. The ice was comforting. It was more instinctive than breathing to slip into drill patterns and warm ups, and skating the lines felt like déjà vu, like roads re-traveled, like unearthing things no one realzed had been lost.
…or whatever. Taking an easy pass and moving without conscious thought or verbal agreement into practice patterns while watching Ilya’s blue eyes light up about it all sure was something and sure felt big, but right then in the low lit, echoing, empty rink, Shane relegated it all to a mentally shrugged ‘whatever’, and just let himself skate and pass the puck back and forth cos that was all he’d ever really wanted to do with his life anyway.
All Shane had ever really wanted to do with his life was skate around the rink with a stick in his hand and a puck, and hey if there was a hot as hell blond smiling his way and matching him stride for stride and circling close like he felt the same orbiting pull deep in his gut that Shane did?
Well then, whatever. It was something and sort of felt like everything and fuck it was fun, so it was fine.
Actually, really, honestly, fine.
“You are moving well on ice.” Ilya didn’t say anything for their first several laps around the rink, content to move through the drill patterns and watch the tension ease from Shane’s gorgeous features, the stress drop from his broad shoulders with every corner turned. He hadn’t done much more than skate with the girls for years now, but thousands of practices had ingrained the movements into his subconscious and it was fun to meet Shane midway and match each other through the steps, through the maneuvers, through the turns and passes around and around the rink. 
“Yeah.” Shane was moving well on the ice. His morning sessions were paying off, he felt confident and smooth and some days he felt even felt fast. An an hour skating in the morning had done more for his mental health and physical health than months of therapy ever had, but he’d never been much of a braggart so he shrugged, “I guess I’m getting there.”
“Shane Hollander 'getting there' is better than most people will ever be.” Ilya countered and Shane flushed red under the praise, but shrugged it off again, “Maybe.”
“I saw the game.” Ilya put a jolt of speed into the next pass, sending the puck winging towards Shane. “When you got hurt.”
“You watched it?” Crack. Shane’s stick smacked onto the ice to stop the puck, the noise loud and jarring, the jerky motion proof that Shane was still not coping very well with the aftermath of his injury. “That sucks. Out of all the games to see, that one sucks.” 
“Does it still hurt?” 
“Sometimes.” Shane had to stop and think back to the last time his knee and leg had registered as painful enough to even notice. “Mostly when I’m stressed out.”
“Is up here?” Ilya tapped his temple and it was the first time Shane felt seen and understood and not judged enough to admit, “Yeah. A lot of it’s in my head. I saw a specialist, had a top rated surgeon, took the first rounds of recovery really seriously so any damage left is pretty minimal. The whole goal was to get back on the ice as fast as possible and with as little pain as possible. But then…
But then. He didn’t have to elaborate. Clearly even with a specialist, top rated surgeon, and dedicated physical therapist, Shane’s plan to get back on the ice and keep playing hadn’t worked out.
“Does skating help it or bother it?” Ilya sent another fast pass. That time Shane accepted it smoothly and replied, “First few times I was pretty sore after skating, but it wasn’t bad. I got used to it. Yoga helps too.”
“Yoga.” Ilya circled round center ice, nodding approvingly when Shane followed him easily and fell back into position to keep passing the puck. “What color is your spandex jumpsuit and do you have matching leg warmers?”
“Fuck off.” Shane moved around Ilya and switched backwards, waiting for Ilya to adjust forward before saying, “Sorry about your Dad, by the way. I don’t think I said it earlier.”
“Is okay, it was a long time ago now." They picked up speed around a corner. “Dementia is shitty. Unfair to everyone. My Papa was an asshole my whole life, to me and Mama and Alexei. His words, his fists, he was angry all the time. But then dementia came and he was a whole new person. At the end, he even liked me. He didn't know me, but he liked me and he’d never liked me before.”
“Your dad didn’t like you?” Shane couldn’t imagine a world where he wasn’t his Dad’s favorite person and best buddy. “I’m… sorry. That's awful.” 
“Yes. And was hard to forgive him, when he did not even know me most days. But mostly it made me wonder.” Quieter, as they skated the blue lines. “What changed in him so much that he was one person before dementia, and someone else after. I do not want that for my girls. I do not want to change so much that when I am old, they do not know me anymore. 
“I didn't know any of that. About him being sick or– or how he was with you.” Shane hated that, fuck. “We really didn’t talk enough back then, did we?”
“No.” Ilya’s smile was small. Regretful. “We did not. But. Hindsight, yes?”
“Hindsight. Yeah.” Shane waited until they passed center ice before asking, “After your dad was gone. You didn't want to come back?” 
“No, I did.” Ilya made a motion around them, to the rink, the town, the fact that he was very clearly not still in Russia. “I did come back.”
“Right. But you didn’t want to come back to—“ Shane shut his mouth before he finished asking why Ilya hadn’t come back to hockey. Why Ilya hadn’t come back to him.
“Why didn’t you offer to coach the girls’s team?” He asked instead. "I know everyone here is pretty cool about respecting privacy, but I can't believe they wouldn't have asked you to help out when they know how good you were when you played for Boston." 
"The team had a Coach when we finished last season." Ilya wondered what Shane had been thinking a moment previous when his expression had dipped briefly sad. “We were in Russia when news came about Coach Keeso, but before I could offer?”
He pointed his stick at Shane, “You were here. Coach Hollander, swooping in to save the day with all his wins and records and fame, landing in our small town like superhero to keep the team together.”
“I dunno about saving the day, I think I was just the first person Rachel found to say yes.” Shane was glad every single day Rachel had found him and he’d accidentally on purpose said yes. “You pay for the kids' skates right? That’s you, who buys new skates for whatever team the girls are on every year?” 
“Oh no.” Ilya sighed loud and exaggeratedly mournful. “You know my secret?”
“Rachel was super unsubtle about it, yeah.” Shane chuckled at him. “Even though, once I figured out the Vetrova twins were also known as the Rozanova twins, it all made sense.” 
“Is funny how everyone knows, but everyone pretends not to.” Ilya moved so he could skate next to Shane. “Like they think they have a big secret and they think I have a big secret, but really everyone knows. Is a small town inside joke.” 
“Well, I'm sure they all appreciate it.” Shane had seen the invoice for the new skates, he knew exactly how much money Ilya had donated to cover the expense. “In a town like this, a gesture like that really makes a difference.” 
“Hockey is expensive. I have money. Why not help out?” He shrugged, then swerved in to bump playfully at Shane’s shoulder, “Besides, it's actually selfish for me. If parents can’t afford skates, no kids will sign up for the team and my girls can’t play. But if I buy the skates, problem is solved.” 
“That’s why you do it? For the super selfish reason of making sure your girls have plenty of kids to play hockey with?” Shane shot him a skeptical look and Ilya blinked back innocently, “Why else would I do it?”
“It’s been like ten years since you were known as Ilya Rozanov, certified asshole.” Shane knocked their sticks together. “Just admit you buy skates for the kids because you’re a sap and a softy.”
“I’d rather die.” He returned flatly and Shane laughed at him, then confessed, “I should do something like that with my money. I bought extra pads for a couple of the girls who needed it, but I’d like to do something that really makes a difference. Something useful.”
“Useful.” Ilya glanced at him curiously. “You feel useless?”
“Some days.” Then after a beat, “Most days, actually. Coaching helps though. Coaching helps a lot.” 
“Good thing you decided to stay and coach full time then.”
“Yeah.” Shane sent the puck towards the boards and slowed down to just skate, falling into step next to Ilya again as they rounded another corner. “Good thing.”
Silence. It felt good to be on the ice and moving. They fell into pace together without any particular effort and the tandem strides, the lines passing beneath their skates at a comfortable steady speed, sticks held loose and movements parallel, it was all easy. Breathing in that moment was easy.
Shane had missed the camaraderie of playing with someone even if only for easy drills and planned passes. It was nice, more comfortable than talking over burgers, more natural than talking at practice or via text and the laps stacked up, the corners came again and again, they were silent and skating and it so fucking easy to breathe, that Shane had to wonder how long he’d been struggling to inhale, how long he’d been fighting trying to exist in peace. 
“I miss this.” he broke the silence without meaning to. Said the quiet part out loud. Inside thoughts turned outside thoughts and Shane had to swallow past a lump of melancholy to admit, “I miss skating. Playing. Miss being out here on the ice. After I got hurt, it was like-- thinking about getting on the ice again was--" he swallowed again. "It was so bad. Had to retire for medical reasons and after that, every day was like-–” 
The injury hadn't broken him, but retiring had. The prognosis, diagnosis, reality of it had ripped Shane right down the middle. Had shredded him straight through the heart and straight through the center of who he’d always thought he’d be. 
“I know.” Ilya said simply. Quietly. It was understanding and sympathy and permission for Shane to let his voice crack grieving when he finally said it all out loud. “I watched the game. I saw you get hit. It was bad.” 
“It was really bad. I thought maybe I’d never skate again.” The day Shane had gone to get his skates custom fit to his newly fucked up foot and screwed together ankle, he’d been in so much pain he thought maybe he’d just never step on the ice again. Maybe he'd just be done. He'd thought being nothing and nobody might hurt less than the pain and futility of trying to be himself again. 
“But you still skate.” Ilya pointed out, not condescending or bossy, only noticing. Only encouraging in the bluntly matter of fact way he’d always been encouraging even back when most of their conversations revolved around when and where to get naked together. “So it is not so bad now?” 
“No.” It had been almost nine months. Almost nine months. It had been a handful of surgeries and months of physical therapy, not as many months of mental health therapy as he should have done, a move and a half liveable cabin and a volunteer career coaching little kids, and Shane smiled a very tiny bit because, “Uh no. It’s not so bad now. It’s actually pretty okay now. Most days."
Ilya swerved in to bump his shoulder again. That time, Shane bumped him back, then took a deep breath and gathered the rest of his rather tattered courage so he could ask, “Are you seeing anyone right now?” 
“Nope.” Ilya popped the ‘p’ of the word, shaking his head slowly. “You?” 
“No. No way.” He huffed a little. “Remember the whole washed up, Walmart brand thing?” 
“I remember thinking you were crazy to say that.” Ilya turned to look at him, studying Shane’s profile. “I know for certain every woman in this town would jump your bones to breaking if you gave them a chance.” 
“Maybe.” Shane might have been oblivious to people flirting with him, but even with his injury and lack of a career and has been status, he knew he was still objectively good looking– at least for a small town with very few eligible bachelors. “But I’m not uh-- not interested. Not right now.” 
He didn’t say he wasn’t interested in women. Certainly didn’t say he was definitely only interested in men. Shane didn’t say either of those things, but Ilya’s eyebrows rose like he heard it all anyway. 
“But you though.” Shane cleared his throat. “You aren't dating anyone? There aren't any moms at the bakery flirting with you to get free cake?” 
“Plenty of moms flirting with me. Sometimes Dads too.” They rounded a corner into shadows, and Ilya waited until they reached the light again to parrot Shane’s words back to him, “But I am not interested. Not right now and not in any of them.”  
Then, “If you came by the bakery and flirted with me?” Ilya switched backwards, still keeping pace side by side but facing Shane so he could catch all the micro-expressions Shane always tried to hide. “I would give you free cake all day.” 
“Right.” Shane rolled his eyes like his heart hadn't skipped a few hopeful beats, and tapped his stick against Ilya’s leg. “Sure.” 
“No, no , Shane, I am serious. Come by for cake some time.” Ilya kissed his fingertips and winked, “I will feed it to you with my fingers.” 
“It’s um.” Shane took a breath. Rubbed at his chin. “Weird that we call each other by first names now?” 
“Is it?” It was weird, and Ilya knew why it was weird, but like he did a lot with Shane, he asked the question anyway, “Why is it weird?”
“We never did that before.” Shane glanced over at the boards, at the bleachers, up at the lights before he managed to meet Ilya’s gaze again “I always called you Rozanov, you always called me–” 
“Hollander.” the word rolled thick off Ilya’s tongue, heavy in his accent. “Yes. Because we could fuck, but not use first names.” 
“Right. Yeah. But now it’s like.” Shane smiled hesitantly. “Normal.” 
“Because we are not just hockey players.” Ilya supplied. “No one here calls us Rozanov and Hollander, we have not been only those names in a long time. Well,” he rolled his shoulders in a shrug, “Not me for a long time. And for you, you are Coach here. Coach and Shane, not only Hollander.” 
“It makes sense.” Shane conceded. “But.” he sniffed. “You said the cake thing and called me Shane and I dunno. Right then it sorta sounded like you should have called me Hollander.” 
“You want me to call you Hollander when I am flirting with you.” Ilya was goading him, pushing him again, blue eyes sparking with amusement and Shane knew he blushed right through to his ears as he stammered back, “N-No. I didn’t say that. I meant– I mean, I’m not saying you were flirting with me.” 
“But clearly I was.” Ilya smirked, and Shane retorted flustered, “Clearly you weren’t if I couldn’t tell.” 
“Mmmm no.” Ilya saw Shane’s eyes go to the boards behind him, the upcoming corner and he adjusted to turn, still skating backwards and still with his eyes squarely on Shane’s face. “No. You are incapable of noticing when people flirt.” 
Shane started to protest, but Ilya jumped in to remind, “You didn’t know about Jacob.” 
“I definitely didn’t.” Shane’s mouth dipped into a self conscious frown. “But in my defense, why would I think the owner of a small town bar would be flirting with me?” 
“Okay. Okay.” Ilya pursed his lips, pretending to think it through. “What about me?” 
“What about you?” The zing of anticipation under his skin made the reply quick, made it a little bit snappy and Shane bit the inside of his cheek trying not to grin in response to the crackle of tension between them. 
“You remember CCM commercial.” Ilya knew full fucking well Shane remembered the CCM commercial. “I told you I asked for you to be in commercial, I set it up so we could see each other.” 
He paused for effect, thoroughly enjoying the twitch of Shane’s gorgeous mouth as he tried to hide a smile. “I still had to jerk off for you in shower before you thought maybe possibly I was flirting.” 
“Shit.” Shane laughed out loud, the sound echoing up towards the lights. “Shit. Okay. Maybe I’m historically bad at picking up flirting cues but these days, maybe you’re out of practice because you’ve been a boring dad for too long.” 
“Was that a good chirp for you?” Ilya wanted to know and Shane smacked their sticks together, still laughing, “It really was, so why don't you fuck right off?” 
“No, I don’t think I will.” Ilya slowed down without warning, switching his stick to one hand so he could catch Shane before they collided, spreading his hand warm and steadying at Shane’s side to slow him. 
“What are you doing?” Shane’s whole body jolted when Ilya’s palm landed at his waist, his next breath catching audibly loud and eyes going wide as he looked down at Ilya’s hand and then up to find Ilya suddenly way way closer than he’d expected to be. “Why’d you stop?” 
“Not stopping.” Ilya wasn’t stopping. He kept skating slowly backwards, his hand at Shane’s waist not pulling but guiding as Shane unconsciously, instinctively followed him forward at a matching speed.
Ilya wasn’t stopping, he tightened his grip at Shane’s waist a tiny bit, dug his fingers in to feel the flex and shift of the muscles in Shane’s back as they skated close and closer together, and lowered his voice to fill the very few inches of space between them, “But if I am out of practice flirting and you are so bad at noticing, maybe I should say it all plain?” 
“Plain.” Shane’s dark eyes dropped to Ilya’s mouth. Lingered. “Okay. Should I brace myself for this super obvious plain flirting, or…?” 
Shane was teasing, trying to tease, his mouth dry and heart pounding, pulse visibly hammering in his throat. Ilya smiled about it, but he wasn’t teasing in the slightest when he gripped Shane’s waist once, twice then murmured, “Tell me Hollander…Do you still like to be put on your knees?” 
“On my knees.” Shane’s mind slammed to a halt, all the noise and anxiety and nervousness rattling around his head all night, all day, thoroughly and suddenly silenced by the quietly firm question--
--then revving back up all at once scattered and a little bit frantic as he stuttered and stammered trying to figure what the hell to say when everything between them had so quickly shifted. “I– fuck. That– that was a really long time ago. And I– my leg is messed up so I don’t even know– I don’t even– Fuck. I haven’t done that in a really long time s-so–” 
“Is not what I asked.” Ilya didn’t stop, kept moving, kept skating backwards towards the boards with his hand at Shane’s side, not dragging only coaxing with barely any pressure and a knowing smile curving round his mouth as Shane kept coming forward following without any instruction at all. 
“I did not ask about your leg.” Ilya pivoted, skates scrrrch-ing on the ice as he turned them so Shane’s back was to the boards and Ilya was close, close, moving in close against him. “Or ask how long it has been.” 
Shane’s skates hit the yellow kickplate with a muted thump and he grabbed for the top edge of the boards for balance, dropping his stick and sucking in a sharp breath when Ilya adjusted in a split second, shifting his stick into the crook of his arm so he could grab Shane’s before it fell, and leaning them both against the boards. 
Ilya smiled a little bit, searching studying all over Shane’s face from the slight furrow in his brow to the unconscious part of his lips, the pink of his tongue at his teeth and the flush in his face. 
He’d missed this. Them. The sketchy, skittery, scattered few seconds before everything dialed into sharply focused, obsessive need. Ten years and Ilya hadn’t forgotten anything, and when he lifted his hand to bump his knuckles at Shane’s cheek and Shane started to turn towards it, into it, his mouth falling open a fraction of a millimeter more like he wanted–
–oh fuck, Ilya had to think wish hope Shane hadn’t forgotten any of it either. 
“I asked if you still liked it.” Ilya finally finished in a hoarse whisper, his head tilted and gaze zeroed in on Shane’s lips for a blistering few seconds before he looked up enough to find Shane’s eyes already gone hot and a little hazy around the edges, “To be on your knees.” 
“Fuck.” Shane blinked once, twice, heavy lidded and swaying into the barely there brush at his cheek. His fingers closed at Ilya’s sweater almost tugging, almost coaxing, almost almost pulling Ilya in faster and closer as he tilted his head like he was offering…
*brinnnnnnng!* *brinnnnnnng!*
“Motherfucker—!” Ilya yanked away when Shane’s phone started ringing screeching at them from Shane’s pocket and Shane scrambled to grab it, fumbling with sweaty fingers at the screen trying to mute the call. 
“Sorry.” he apologized frantically, awkwardly. “Sorry, it’s– fuck, it’s my property management company. They only ever call unless it’s an emergency. Sorry I gotta–” 
He flinched grimacing when another call came through immediately, just as loud, just as blaringly interrupting as the first. 
“Sorry.” He was sorry. “This is um– I’m sorry.” 
“Property management company.” Ilya held up both hands like it was fine, then propped his hands on his hips and blew out a breath cos it wasn’t really fine but he also wasn’t twenty years old and gonna act like an asshole about getting blue balled by a phone call either. “Okay Mr. Real Estate. Go take your call. Is fine.” 
It sure as hell didn’t feel fine, but Shane grit his teeth, stepped off the ice and answered the phone as politely as he could manage while he was still reeling dizzy, his legs shaky and his cock more than half hard in his slacks cos he’d almost been kissed. 
God, had he been self isolating, touch starved, fucking lonely for so long that he was getting hard over almost being kissed?  
“This is uh–” he cleared his throat. Pinched the bridge of his nose. Tried again. “This is Shane Hollander. Yeah. No it’s— it’s fine.” 
It sure as hell didn’t feel fine. Shane lumbered his way to the closest bench seat, holding the phone at his ear and yanking at the laces on his skate with the other hand, half listening and half cursing bad timing and shitty luck as the representative from the property management company rambled on about one of his rentals and minor flooding and how they wanted to get a couple bids from contractors first thing in the morning but couldn’t do that until he contacted the insurance company and signed off on any repair orders…
“Yeah. Okay. I’ll get ahold of the insurance company first thing in the morning.” Shane scooted down the bench and mouthed an apologetic ‘sorry’ when Ilya came to sit next to him and started taking off his skates too. He should have been listening to the phone call, but he couldn’t help watching Ilya’s strong fingers working at the laces, couldn’t help watching the flex of tendons in Ilya’s forearm once Ilya pushed his sweater up to his elbows or staring at the line of Ilya’s back when he bent far forward to grab his skate bag. 
Ilya looked up and Shane looked away, trying to tune back into the conversation so it wasn’t so obvious he’d been gawking. 
“No, that’s fine.” He was only half listening to the person on the other end of the line. “Yeah uh, you can go ahead and email me the pictures for evidence. I’ll send it all to insurance and hopefully they’ll approve a claim faster that way. Yeah. Okay.” He nodded a few times. “Yep. Thanks. Okay. Have a good rest of your night. Bye.” 
Shane put his phone down and blew out a noisy sigh. “Sorry about that.” 
“Everything is okay?” Ilya wiped down his skates and tucked them away into the bag. “You said emergency.” 
“Broken pipe at one of the Montreal condos. It’s not even that big of a deal, but they needed my permission as building owner to—“ Shane pushed a hand through his hair and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s fine. But um. We should probably call it a night anyway, right?” 
He was a coward. The phone call had shattered the insulated hazy heat between them and now Shane was coldly re-aware of every single of the misgivings he’d had about the evening, all the anxiety about the not-date and worry about everything they still needed to talk about. It all crawled up the back of his throat and lodged behind his teeth, tasted like he was really fucking scared and wimping right the hell out.
 “We should probably call it a night.” Shane repeated lamely. “It’s like ten-thirty.”
“Yes, and ten-thirty is very late for grown men.” Ilya set his skate bag aside, but didn’t make any other effort to leave. “I had fun tonight.”
"Me too.” Shane ran his hands up and down his legs a few times, nervous and fidgety and trying to find the right words to end the night without inadvertently ruining the night. “And I guess if we’re going to have to see each other all the time, it’s good to get the awkward thing over with first. So this was good. Yeah.” 
“Awkward thing.” Ilya nodded a few times. “What is the awkward thing?”
“The awkward thing.” Shane repeated with a hint of exasperation. “I know I said we didn’t have to talk about what happened back then and why you left, but now that we did talk about it, we can move on and things won’t have to be weird anymore, right?”
Shane was deflecting. Downplaying. Distancing. They hadn’t really talked about what happened, not about the big important unspoken thing, not about Vegas, but that was okay. The night had been fine. Shane was willing to live with the answers he’d gotten.
They’d talked and laughed and managed to be mostly normal, and Shane thought yeah, he thought okay, he’d be able to get through practices and conversations without flinching every time he met Ilya’s eyes. It was doable. Manageable. Easier than pretending it was all was fine, and not near as scary as giving in to everything the almost kiss would bring up.
It was okay. 
But, “Maybe.” Ilya said non committedly, and Shane frowned, “Maybe? What do you mean maybe? You think it’s still going to be weird between us, even after we talked about it?”  
“I think we didn’t talk about everything important.” Ilya said slowly, pointedly, then turned towards Shane and hooked an arm at his waist, yanking him in right up against his body and only stopping once they were nose to nose and he could cup Shane’s chin in his calloused fingers. “We didn’t talk about this.”
“Fuck—!” Shane bit out, his hands flying up to brace at Ilya’s chest and keep him back a scant inch. “Wait. Wait.” 
“Okay. I am waiting.”  Ilya looked down at Shane’s hands at his chest and nodded. “Tell me no.”
“I—I—fuck.“
Ilya didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. He didn’t touch Shane other than the hand at his chin, didn’t push closer despite Shane swaying towards him, didn’t look away from the flutter of Shane’s lashes against his cheek, the smatter of freckles dotted under his eyes, and didn’t ask again, didn’t push or prod or try anything coaxing.
After a tense moment, Shane’s eyes fell closed and his chin dropped to rest heavier in Ilya’s palm, not on purpose but because he remembered how it felt back when he could and did do exactly that every single time Ilya reached for him. His shoulders slumped and his mouth fell open beneath the slow sweep of Ilya’s thumb along his jaw as he leaned in the last inch between them, resting their foreheads together and exhaling shaking through a full body tremble.
“Okay.” Ilya thought maybe it was a no. Silence sure as hell wasn’t a yes, and ten years was a long time for someone’s non verbal agreement to still mean the same thing. Ten years ago Shane tucking into him with eyes closed and lips open was an invitation, but now Ilya didn’t know for sure. It didn't feel like an outright rejection, in fact the familiar lean in felt like trust from Shane, but Ilya didn't know for sure and he wasn’t willing to take a chance on guessing and ruin the night. 
“Okay.” Ilya swallowed back his disappointment and nodded again, easing away slowly so Shane could tell he was listening and waiting. “I had fun tonight. Maybe sometime soon we could try again and--"
“Yes.” 
“…what?”
“I said yes. C’mere.” Shane kissed Ilya first, went from bracing his hands at Ilya’s chest to digging into the thick sweater and using the leverage to yank Ilya into a messy, maybe slightly uncoordinated kiss. “Come here. Please?” 
“Shane.” 
Shane kissed Ilya first, but it only took a split second for Ilya to catch up and kiss him right back, only took a blink and a breath for Ilya to adjust his grip at Shane’s chin to direct the kiss towards something better, holding Shane’s face tight and crushing their mouths together.
Shane mumbled, “Fuck, oh fuck–!” into the push of Ilya’s tongue past his lips and Ilya groaned out loud when Shane went from grabbing at his sweater to grabbing at his ass, scooting and sliding on the bench trying to get closer, huffing frustrated when their positions side by side and cramped onto the bleachers didn’t allow for much for than a little groping, almost whining when the angle of the kiss was awkward cos neither one wanted to stop long enough to move and readjust and find some space. 
Eventually, “Here, come here.” Ilya pushed up from the bench clumsily, half bent at the waist with his hands on Shane’s face, in Shane’s hair, noses bumping and knees knocking as he tried to stand up without actually letting go, tried to get to his feet without breaking the kiss and tried to get Shane up with him all at the same time. 
“Got you.” he promised, grasping at Shane’s hands, his forearms, the bulk of his biceps and bodily hauling him up against him. Shane stumbled, his knee twinging and foot catching but Ilya grabbed him, “No no is okay, I got you.” and he meant it, wrapped an arm around Shane’s waist to keep him steady and wrapped his other hand around Shane’s throat to keep him right there moaning into a kiss and sucking at his tongue and oh it was so much better once they were standing. 
“We can’t do this here.” Shane craned his neck into a biting kiss at his ear, at the hinge of his jaw, shivering when Ilya’s mouth slid wet and hot down his throat. “Ilya, we– we can’t–” 
He shoved his hands under Ilya’s bulky sweater and cursed, “Holy shit, you feel good.” raking his nails over Ilya’s stomach, scratching through the trail of hair he could feel leading down to Ilya’s pants. “But we can’t do this out here in the open. We gotta–” his eyes rolled back when Ilya returned the motion, popping the top few buttons on his shirt and pushing it aside to grope at his chest and thumb over his nipples. “Oh my god.” 
“Fuck.” A yank at his belt had Ilya wrenching away from tasting the sweat at Shane’s collarbone and thrusting up into the weight of Shane’s hand over his zipper, at the fasten of his pants, under the waistband to cup him through his briefs. “Fuck, Shane–!” 
“Not here.” Shane kept repeating as he curled his fingers trying to stroke along the outline of Ilya’s cock, moaning something ravenous when the thick length kicked under his palm. “N-not here, we gotta find– my office is–” 
“Office. Okay.” Ilya couldn’t move with Shane’s hand still down the front of his pants and he laughed breathless and carried away half delirious when he tried to drag Shane’s hand out and got his bottom lip bit hard for the attempt. 
“Brat.” he caught him into another kiss, hands digging into Shane’s back, into his butt, dragging him forward so Shane could rub off on the width of Ilya’s thigh for a heady few pushes. “Cannot walk if you are holding my dick. We need privacy, yes?” 
“Yeah. Yeah, we need privacy.” Shane tangled his free hand in Ilya’s hair and tugged at the curls, groaning as he rolled his hips shoving his cock into Ilya’s leg, the vee of his hips, up against his own hand still fumbling in Ilya's pants. “Yeah. Office. Okay.” 
They barely made it the couple dozen yards from the bleachers to the office door without stumbling and falling, hands roaming greedy grasping everywhere they could reach and steps tripping, knees and feet knocking cos Ilya didn’t want to stop kissing long enough to bother paying attention to the dimly lit floor, wjo;e Shane couldn’t feel anything past the heat and pressure of Ilya’s hands holding him steady and the low vibration of Ilya’s deep voice in his ear promising, “Got you, got you, come on.” 
They were only a few feet into the office when Shane started yanking at Ilya’s pants again, but Ilya, “I want to see you first.” pulled back to find the light switch. “Let me see you, has been so long.” 
“No, it's okay, leave the lights off.” Even so close to gone, even so far carried away in the moment and the kiss and the feel of Ilya rocking hard against him, Shane hesitated self conscious at the idea of being seen, "You’re right, it’s been a long time so stop making me wait, come on.” 
“No no, let me see you.” It was dark, so Ilya missed the wrinkle of uncertainty on Shane’s expression. He heard the wobble in Shane’s voice but thought it was the same as the wobble in his voice, the raspy strained need undercutting every breath and every syllable. He flipped the lights on and was too busy pushing Shane’s unbuttoned shirt off his shoulders and down his arms, too busy staring wide eyed and jaw dropped open appreciative at the view to notice Shane cringing about being so suddenly bare. 
And Shane hated it. For the brief few seconds when the lights switched on and Ilya was staring at him, all Shane could think about was how he'd been so much better looking the last time Ilya saw him naked ten years previous, he'd been so much better looking than he was right then after months of recovery, limited physical activity, not working out enough and not eating right and not— not—
Oh, Shane hated it so so much for those brief few seconds when their shadowed secret moment was illuminated and his shirt was open, body on display and Ilya was just staring at him. 
But. 
“Fuck, Shanychka…” Ilya trailed off into Russian, rough and awestruck as he spread his hands at Shane’s chest, shaking his head and murmuring, “Ya khochu tebya, ty ochen' krasivyy…” then bending in to seal his mouth at Shane’s nipple, sucking pulling at the sensitive bud until Shane arched up under him with a raggedly surprised curse and buried his hands in Ilya’s hair to hold him there. 
And. 
“Ilya,” Shane panted half wonderingly, half stunned at the reaction and the attention and the way Ilya kept mumbling in Russian sounding awestruck and adoring as he crowded in closer and kept kneading grasping groping all over him like he couldn’t get enough. 
Then. 
 “Ilya–!” Shane yelped in shock, clutching at Ilya’s shoulders for balance when he was grabbed by the back of his thighs and hefted right onto the desk like he didn’t weigh a damn thing. “Shit–!” 
“Okay?” Ilya stripped his own sweater off and tossed it away, wedged between Shane’s legs and snatched him into a kiss, “Still okay?” working his hands down the back of Shane’s pants to push the well tailored material off the curve of his ass and gripping tight almost bruising yanking Shane to the edge of the desk so they could grind together. “Still want?” 
“Yeah, I still want. I do.” Shane cared a whole lot less about his stomach creasing into rolls when he sat up when the upside of having the lights on was getting to see Ilya. He was still gorgeous, still flawless, the stretch of his shoulders almost intimidating and the pale skin littered with beauty marks and moles stunning and Ilya was still strong, still broad everywhere but then softer in places Shane hadn’t been expecting. 
He curved a little pliant at the dip of his waist and had more to hold at his back, Shane’s fingers sank in dimpling where a long time ago there had only been unforgiving muscle and bruising strength, there was a scar Shane didn’t remember slashed at Ilya’s ribs and he traced it first lightly with his fingers, then pushed Ilya back enough to bend in and get his lips and tongue on it, and Ilya breathed a curse, fingers tight in Shane’s hair for as long as he could stand before he dragged Shane up and took his mouth again. 
“Do you have anything?” Shane slid his hand into Ilya’s pants, and pushed his briefs down as he went, closing his fingers around Ilya’s cock and tightening his grip reflexily reacting the weight of it in his palm, “Fuck, you’re so hard, I forgot…” it cut off into a kiss, into a groan when a swipe of his thumb over the tip spilled precome over his fingers and Ilya shuddered moaning loud against his tongue in response. “Did you bring lube or anything?” 
“Yes, yes I brought it.” Ilya had a small bottle of lube in his pocket and Shane mouthed at his throat, nipping and biting then laving his tongue wet over the red marks as Ilya scrambled to rip the plastic off and pop the seal, “You planned for this?” 
“Not planned.” Too much lube, it was slippery and cold and Ilya blew on it, rubbing it between his hands to warm it before smearing it onto Shane’s palm, “Just hoped.” and lifting Shane’s cock out of his pants to slide lube slick fingers down to the thick base, pushing their foreheads together and sighing, “Dreamed…” when Shane thrust into his hand with a noise that was damn near a whimper.
“I missed you.” Ilya breathed the words nearly inaudible, honest and nervous and let them get lost behind another kiss, another push of tongue and another greedy purse of lips as they moved first a little awkward and then very quickly remembering how to touch, jerking each other off with fast strokes and noses squashed together sharing air through loud, panting kisses. Shane hooked his foot at Ilya’s calf to keep him close and Ilya braced a hand on the desk behind them so he could keep them steady, so Shane could wriggle and rub up against him as much as he wanted and not worry about tipping backwards or sliding off the front. 
Lube stained the open flaps of their pants and their hands bumped, knuckles catching and knocking as they stroked over each other, too far gone to bother finding a good rhythm, carried away too far to care about the mess. Shane dropped his head back biting his lip trying not to shout when Ilya twisted his wrist at the tip of his cock, and Ilya bit too hard, split Shane’s bottom lip when Shane’s fingers slid low tangling into the hair at his balls, and they were so keyed up, worked up, ready for one another that it was fast. It was all too hurried.
Every motion and kiss was graceless and chaotic and desperate right up until Ilya grabbed for Shane’s face with his clean hand, cupped his cheek and held his jaw, pressing his thumb to the corner of Shane’s mouth and tugging at his bottom lip.
Then it all slowed down crystallizing vivid for a few endless seconds, as Ilya sucked in a too loud, too harsh breath watching Shane open up obedient and willing and wanting beneath the push at his mouth, lips parting and tongue sweeping out wet...
“Fuck, Hollander.” Ilya rasped and Shane’s whole body wracked through an answering tremor, “Jesus Christ, Rozanov.” 
“Do you still need something in your mouth when you cum?” Ilya whispered it, rumbled it, growled it into Shane’s ear and Shane whimpered, “Oh fuck.” and turned to catch Ilya’s thumb between his teeth, drew it into his mouth sucking and pulling. Ilya groaned in needy disbelief as he bent to kiss Shane around it, fucking his tongue past the push of his thumb at Shane’s lips and urging, “Come on, come on, come on…”
“Oh fuck, Ilya—!” Shane cried out around Ilya’s thumb, dropping his head and curling forward into Ilya’s chest, letting go of Ilya’s cock so he could clutch for Ilya’s hips with both hands as he shook apart finishing. “Oh f-fuck, fuck–!” 
“Shane.” Ilya finished almost immediately after, wrapping his cum-soaked hand most of the way around himself and Shane’s cock together, jerking fast and hard until Shane was shaking over stimulated and Ilya was clenching his teeth groaning as he came too, eyes wide staring down at the sight of his cock throbbing, spilling over the tip of Shane’s cock and adding to the mess dripping off his fingers and puddling into the creases at Shane’s stomach. 
“Come here, right here.” Ilya kissed him right away, had to kiss him right away, eased his thumb from Shane’s lips and covered Shane’s mouth in a deeply adoring kiss, hand still moving at their laps as their cocks started to soften and Shane’s breathing started to slow, the tension bleeding from his frame bit by bit until he was slumped into Ilya. 
“I missed you.” Ilya laughed under his breath, not because it was funny but because it was incredible, because he felt buzzy and spacey but sated and heavy all at the same time and Shane was still holding him, still pressed close, still murmuring, “Ilya…” in a barely there whisper with every shaky breath. 
“I missed you.” he said it again, nudged Shane’s chin up and kissed him again. “Fuck, we did not forget how to do that, hm? Was so good.” 
“Il—Ilya…” Shane was swaying on the desk, heavy lidded and kiss bruised lips parted, and Ilya crooned wordlessly soft into his ear, settling his arm at Shane’s shoulders and nuzzling into his throat, mouthing kisses at his neck, at his cheek, promising, “Is okay, I got it. Got you. Missed you, tk krasivyy you are so pretty like this, beautiful when you go spacey. I almost forgot–” 
He huffed another little laugh, shook his head, “No, I did not forget. Not anything about you.” he rubbed firm circles down Shane’s back grounding him, kneaded his knuckles into Shane’s thigh and worked his way to Shane’s knee, rubbing lightly over the bulky scar he could feel under the trousers. “I think maybe I forgot how good it feels when you get all gone for me though.” 
He dotted a kiss at Shane’s brow, the tip of his nose, the corner of his mouth, then hovered lingering, “I already can’t wait to see you again.” and nudged close enough to feel Shane’s lips against his own when he asked quiet and hopeful, “When can I have you again?” 
“Again?” Shane mumbled almost slurring and Ilya kissed him through it, smiled thrilled through it, “Da, Shanychka, again. When can I see you and kiss you and have this with you again?" 
“Again.” That time the word cut through the cloudy post orgasm daze, highlighting red and warning and registering wrong into Shane’s head.
No. 
Oh no no no fuck.
It took Ilya a minute to realize Shane going still against him wasn’t because Shane was resting, but because he was freezing up resisting.
He brushed a kiss to Shane’s forehead and prodded teasing, “You are thinking about game calendar, aren’t you? I will have to make appointment weeks in advance to catch Coach Hollander with free time?” because it took him a minute to realize Shane wasn’t holding him close anymore, that the tremble in Shane’s body wasn’t coming down post orgasm bliss, but the beginning of panicky goosebumps as his body shut down cold.  
“Shane?” By the time the foggy daze cleared from Ilya's head enough for him to realize something was wrong, Shane was already untangling from his arms and pushing away, pushing back.
“Hey, whoa.” Ilya tried to lean close and check in, “What happened?” 
“Nothing. It’s fine.” Lying, Shane was lying. He stumbled around his desk to put some space between them and grabbed a water bottle from the case by the bulletin board, opening it over the garbage can with a quick crack and pouring it over the mess on his hands before pulling his pants back up to his waist, buttoning and zipping and definitely not looking at Ilya.
“Shane?” Ilya plucked one of the water bottles from the case as well, movements cautious and eyes trained on Shane as he tried to clean himself up too, picking up his sweater and shrugging back into it while he waited for Shane to say something, to say anything, his stomach twisting uncomfortable the longer Shane stayed silent. “V chyom delo, something is… wrong?” 
“Uh no. Nope. Nothing’s wrong.” Lying, Shane was lying and he barely got the words out, choking on them as he tried to do the buttons up on his shirt, cursing when he realized Ilya had popped several buttons off and scattered them around the room in the rush to see him. “Um, it’s just um– I–” 
“Shane.” 
“No.”  The room was too small. The lights too bright. His chair was too far down and Shane thought he was falling falling falling when he tried to sit and it was lower than he thought, he panicked for the disorienting seconds before his butt met the cushion and he could grab at the desk with both hands so everything stopped tilting. “Um. No. Ilya. Not again.” 
“Not again.” Ilya poured a little water on the edge of the desk and discreetly wiped the smear of sweat and cum away with a couple tissues, tossing them towards the trash can before carefully, slowly, moving to sit in one of the folding chairs by the wall. “What does that mean, not again. What do you mean? You said you wanted–” 
“I know what I said.” Shane held onto the desk until his knuckles went white, staring at the striations in the wood surface until his vision went blurry. “And I meant it. I said yes and I meant it. Um. I meant it right then. Yeah." 
The vice grip at Ilya’s chest loosened a notch at the confirmation that he hadn’t misunderstood what Shane wanted and pushed, but then everything went tight and scary again when Shane kept staring at the desk, kept talking dull and miserable, “But now I’m saying no. We aren’t doing this again. I mean it.” 
If Shane hadn’t gone so quickly shut down cold, Ilya might have walked around the desk and challenged him. He might have held Shane’s chin and forced him to look him in the eye and repeat it because the words felt like a lie, the way Shane had fallen to pieces melting soft for him made the words echo like a lie, the way Shane had grabbed him in tight kissing him first and holding him close sure made it all sound like a lie. 
…if it was ten years previous and any night other than Vegas, Ilya would have teased and goaded and confronted Shane with all the evidence saying otherwise. He would have brushed off Shane’s denial cos so many times Shane had texted ‘fuck off’ about a hook up then showed up at Ilya’s door anyway, he would have laughed at Shane’s insistence on ‘not again’ cos they’d each said that a hundred different times and neither had meant it even once. 
But Ilya stayed sitting in the uncomfortable folding chair with plenty of distance between them and clasped his hands tight, set his jaw and tried to sound calm when he offered, “Shane. We are not kids anymore. We are not young and stupid and being dumb. There is nothing wrong with this, we are–” 
“I’m not doing this again.” Shane didn’t look at him, couldn’t look at him, he was dropping, spiraling, lost and drowning in the realization that he wasn’t okay with Ilya, wasn’t okay with pretending, wasn’t okay with any of it and he’d been too goddamn stupid to recognize it until right then when it was all too late. 
“I– I can’t do this again.” Shane finally looked up and Ilya flinched from the naked pain in his dark eyes, the misery writ into the downturn of his mouth. “I thought I was gonna be okay with being friends and– and maybe doing this. I thought we could pick everything up again and be just like we used to and ignore all the other stuff but I um– I can’t. You touched me and I collapsed. Went all spacey and dumb about it and that was embarrassing, it was humiliating, I shouldn’t have–” 
“No.” Ilya wasn’t about to listen to that, he wasn’t going to sit there and let Shane call going soft and shaky and quiet for him 'embarrassing' and 'humiliating' when Ilya was shaking over how good it had felt to be fallen into trusted the way Shane used to fall into him trusting. “No, Shane. Listen. Tonight was fun, yes? We had fun. Was a good date–” 
“This wasn’t a date.” 
“Okay, we are all done pretending that.” Ilya slashed his hand through the air, shaking his head. “Of course it was a date. This is a date. You are worried, I am too. I am worried too,” he emphasized, “because yes, I thought we could go back to normal like we used to but we can’t, we have to talk about things first. We should have talked first before doing," a gesture to the room, to the desk, "so okay.” 
He spread his hands out wide, palm up and fingers open. “Let's talk. We will figure it out and then I will kiss you goodnight and it will be okay."
“No. I can’t do this again.” Shane repeated in a hollow sounding whisper, and Ilya’s jaw clenched, his stomach dropping nauseous when Shane’s eyes went a little darker blank, “Ilya, last time we tried to do this sort of casual, no strings attached thing, it ended with you gone and me fucked up for– for like ever. So no. I’m not doing it again. I won’t.” 
“It was not casual with us back then. You know that. And I was not just gone.” Ilya denied. “Shane, I told you. My Papa–” 
“No, I know. You told me, I listened, I get it.” Shane got it, understood it, but he still shook his head, pointedly ignoring Ilya's insistence that they had never been casual, because he couldn't do that, he couldn't think about how many years he'd spent lying about that. “Super valid reason for you to leave. And it was the right choice. I get it. Except now I feel really fucking stupid because–” 
“Shane.” 
“--because you moved on and grew up,” he raised his voice loud. Scared. “But sometimes I look at you and it still feels like our first time at my condo when I was holding your jacket and stalling trying to figure out how to ask you to stay. You got married,” 
“Just listen.” Ilya pleaded, but Shane cut him off, “You got married and divorced and had a whole life but I’m still stuck in Vegas stressing out because you were so weird that night, we didn’t even kiss and I was panicking cos caring that we didn’t kiss meant I had to admit I was falling in-- I was starting to get feelings for you."
“Dorogoy, no.” Ilya rubbed his hand over his mouth, up the side of his face, pulled rubbing at his earlobe anxious cos he knew what was coming next. “Wait. Please.” 
“You have kids now.” the words were heartbroken, bittersweet and miserable because Shane adored Mariya and Nadya, he adored them, but they were irrefutable proof that Ilya had moved on in every possible way, “And some days I think i'm still stuck right there in Vegas wondering how you went from treating me so good for my first time, to acting like you didn’t want to touch me at all. Ilya, I had to beg you to touch me and– and trust me, I know it’s pathetic to still be stuck there, I know it is. But that’s why we can’t do this again.” 
“That’s why I can’t do this again.” Shane’s blank gaze landed back on Ilya, self loathing and resignation and exhaustion sagging into his features. “Cos it’s really fucking pathetic that you grew up and moved on and can handle hooking up for like-- like old time's sake or whatever, but I can’t even keep it together long enough to get through sex without freaking out and thinking about Vegas."
He motioned between them wearily, "That's not good for me. I can't do this. I can't be with you and then fucking spiral thinking about that night, and about how I didn’t know it was the last time I was ever gonna see you, and getting upset again cos you treated me like you were already done with me. Like you were already gone. Like you’d already made up your mind to–” 
Shane stopped, sudden recognition and realization dawning on his face, and Ilya muffled a curse into his palm.
“Shanychka, you need to listen to me right now.” he said very softly. “Before you say next thing, let me say–” 
“Were you already planning to go to Russia?” Shane couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. “You– you barely even looked at me in Vegas. Barely even touched me. I did everything you asked and you fucked me face down in the bed like–” 
Ilya closed his eyes. 
“--like you’d already decided to go back to Russia.” The beat of horrified silence in the room was deafening. “Holy shit. Ilya. You already knew you were leaving and not coming back. You knew in Vegas?!” 
“No.” Ilya forced his eyes back open. Shane deserved to be looked in the eye when he learned the truth. “I didn’t know in Vegas. I mean,” fuck. “Yes, I knew in Vegas. But I had planned,” breathe. “Since Sochi.” 
The quiet words hit Shane like a slap to the face. “Wh–what?” 
“Since Sochi.” It wasn’t any easier to say the second time around, but Ilya kept his eyes on Shane and forced the words out, “My Papa was already slipping at the games, Shane. He forgot about my Mama, about his new wife, he was forgetting himself. My brother is useless. Lazy. I had the money to take care of Papa and it was my responsibility so– so I came back to Boston to win the Cup and get the players bonus, then made the plan to leave. Yes.” 
Shane stared at him, and Ilya confessed haltingly, “I thought goodbye would be easier if you were mad with me.” 
“Easier for who?” Whispered, then louder, “And what goodbye?!” 
Shane came out of the cold shocked denial and slid right into white hot anger, “There was no goodbye, Ilya! You ghosted me for six months after Sochi then fucked me like we were strangers and you didn’t– you couldn’t even look at me when I left! We didn’t even–” 
Shane dragged his hands, his nails over his face. “Holy fuck. Ten goddamn years, Ilya. Ten years and I couldn’t get over it. Couldn’t let you go. I kept thinking I should have pushed it, should have stayed and talked longer with you cos if I would have known if was the very last time I'd ever see you, I would have done things different! But you planned it like that?” 
Louder again, echoing around the office and into the empty rink, “You planned it! Stayed away, treated me like shit, you wanted me pissed off and mad at you at the end, so when you left– oh motherfucker.” 
Shane was furious, and it twisted up suffocating and raw and worse in his chest when tears welled in his eyes as the final piece of it all clicked into place. 
“Four years.” he said flatly. Devastated. “Four years we spent together and it meant so little to you that you knew it was over, you knew it was the end and motherfucker, you couldn’t even kiss me goodbye?” 
“...Five years.” Ilya should have kept his mouth shut, but it was too late. The words were already out there, the truth and pain and ugly of it all was already out there, so he let his shoulders slump and head hang and said it again. “Us. Together. Summer before rookie season. We had five years.” 
“Five years.” Shane laughed. It was brittle and brutal and sharp. “Of course. Yeah. Okay. Five years meant nothing to you. Thanks for correcting me on that.”
“I’m not trying to be mean.” Ilya wasn’t trying to be mean, he was desperate and tired and soul sick, heart sick, and he wasn’t trying to be mean. “I was a stupid kid. I was scared and trying to figure it all out and I thought–”
“Get out.”
“No.” Ilya shook his head. Begged. “We should talk about it. We have to talk about it.” 
“Fuck you, we don’t have to talk about anything. I don’t want to talk about it. I want you to leave.” Shane hunched his shoulders, angled his body away and pointed to the door. “You need to leave. Get the fuck out of my office and get out of the rink. Just go. Leave." 
Ilya left, taking his skate bag and hurrying down the dim hallways, bursting through the side door and out into the parking lot so he could throw himself into the front seat of his car and find a cigarette, lighting it with shaky hands and pounding on the steering wheel cursing raging into the uncaring cold night. 
Shane turned the lights back off in his office and slumped into the chair, folding his arms and hiding his face on the desk, head down and eyes closed tight against the oppressive dark and heavy silence and the smell of Ilya, of sex, of them still lingering in the air. 
He never should have said yes to the stupid non-date. Never should have said yes to skating. Shane should have just stayed in his miserable little cabin and forced himself through a conversation with Hayden and never got his stupid fucking hopes up when it came to Rozanov, Shane knew better, he knew better, he was such a fucking idiot. 
“I’m such an idiot.” he hissed through clenched teeth, the words hoarse from a throat clogged with tears he refused to let fall. “Why do I still care so much, I’m such a fucking idiot…” 
****
At some point past 3 a.m., Shane jerked out of a miserable, uncomfortable sleep in his office chair and fumbled for his phone as it lit up chiming and ringing with text after text after text.  
They were all from Lily, and Shane’s broken heart stuttered in his chest when he saw all the pictures, dozens and dozens of screen shots of all the text messages he had sent Lily from 2014 clear through to the most recent Christmas.
“What the fuck?” he whispered as all the messages loaded, then his phone chimed two more times in quick successions
From Lily: Five years meant everything to me.
From Lily: I couldn’t ever let you go either.  
****
Chapter Notes:
Full Disclosure : You don’t have to read these notes. You will never miss anything important to the story by skipping my end of chapter rambles. 
Other than the “coming up!” at the bottom, these notes are just my thoughts about the chapter, a peak into my writing process, my Big Feelings about certain dynamics, easter eggs and/or cameo mentions…like a mental “debrief” before I start the next chapter. Sometimes it’s a few lines, other times I talk ALOT,  it’s not about upping my word count for a chapter (like, be so for real, my chapters are bananas long way before I add these notes) it’s literally just me wanting to talk about the chapter and posting here feels like I’m talking to friends about my favorite characters. 
So yeah. Not mandatory in the slightest, but if you DO want to read my rambles, buckle up cos I have ALOT of thoughts on this chapter: 
I love the getting ready parallels/contrast for Hollanov. Ilya with a full, noisy life and supportive bestie versus Shane alone and an awkward convo with a semi-estranged friend. Both stressing over clothes but Ilya is stressing because the Not Date is so important while Shane is stressing because his clothes are a direct reflection of his life ie: stuck between not being a hockey player but also not being anything else yet. Ilya is firmly settled in life so the Not Date is exciting but Shane isn’t settled at all so the Not Date triggers all his insecurity of who/what he isn’t anymore. 
Date Notes: Playing footsie under the table? Tone it down, boys. Shane calling himself Walmart Brand Shane Hollander cos he doesn't think he's still a catch and Ilya looking at him like he's insane. Shane wanting to ask about Svetlana and Ilya telling him "its more your business than anyone else's". Shane "I'm gonna need you to use my last name when you flirt with me, thanks" Hollander. 
My favorite part (besides the girls quacking, obvs) is when they get on the ice and it’s immediately better. They BELONG on the ice together. It’s easier to talk, to flirt, to laugh and just like in canon, that heat on the ice translates right into sexy stuff. Love the visual of them skating in and out of shadows/light and Ilya waiting until they are in the light to say important things. 
ALSO “Still okay?” is quite possibly one of the hottest lines of dialogue ever uttered in a show ever and I will over use that in HR fics until I die. 
I could (and have, and will willingly do so again) talk for hours about how gorgeous and like... INGRAINED... a Dom/sub dynamic is their relationship and I love it in the date scene specifically. 
 Ilya handling the flow of conversation, having options for their date, letting Shane avoid certain topics but not letting him run from others, handling the food thing, Ilya is physically engaged at all times but gives Shane complete control, he LISTENS and being heard in every single way gives Shane the freedom to open up and be honest.
If y’all read “Bare” you KNOW I am all about that “Ilya makes it safe for Shane to just be Shane” and seeing that dynamics here is so fun. 
Also. Body insecurity vs body worship? Yes, it will show up again, yes it will be intensely romantic and stunningly intimate on both sides, and for those invested in the food-issue storyline, yes Ilya’s unconditional acceptance (horniness) will help with that too. 
That post-sex clarity/anger/heartbreak though. It’s like a light switched ON in the proverbial room of their drama. Ilya is excited for everything he sees moving forward while Shane only sees the mess of everything he never coped with.  
“Motherfucker, you didn’t even kiss me goodbye?” Was one of the OG dialogue/ideas for this fic. Shane is angry and betrayed and feels STUPID cos he spent years wondering what if/how/why and agonizing over those last minutes only to find out it wasn’t some series of unfortunate events, it was all on purpose.
Ilya planning to leave- Canon!Ilya grieves that he couldn’t be there for his Papa and I used that grief as the catalyst for like… he knew he had a responsibility, knew Alexei wouldn’t handle it, so he made the decision to give up everything to be there for his dad. He got his team to the cup, then cut ties in the US, had a whole plan to make sure Shane was angry/over him so the goodbye would be easier—  in his early 20s Ilya really thought he was handling it the best way possible for everyone except HIMSELF honestly.
“Five years” One of my favorite canon details is Ilya “summer before rookie season” because it’s so important to Ilya ‘certified fuck boy, full time lover boy’ Rozanov that everyone knows he’s been with Shane since the summer BEFORE rookie season. Turning it around here where he says it and Shane is devastated by it?? OW PAIN.
Ilya sending him ten years worth of screenshots??  OW PAIN!! 
Coming Up: Important conversations and understanding from both of them, a dance, (!) a smooch (!!) and a promise (!!!)






      

  












      Chapter 5: Orbit (can't stay away)
  








  For the very first time since Shane started coaching the Montbonne girls U9 team, Ilya and the twins were first and fastest out the door gone after Monday’s practice. 
Ilya had never once left the rink sooner than strictly necessary after a practice. He lingered every single time, waiting for Shane to come from the office and talk for a minute, hanging out on the bleachers while Shane finished his team progress notes, giving Nadya and Mariya way too much time on the pinball machine or letting them slide around the ice in their shoes just so he had a reason to stay and garner some attention from the Coach. 
But when Shane dismissed the girls from practice with high fives and gentle taps on their helmets, Ilya bundled the twins up and hustled them away well before most of the girls had even finished their snacks and while the parents were still standing around chatting. 
Shane sure as hell noticed the abrupt departure, but he didn’t look, didn’t comment, and pretended he was busy jotting down his usual after practice notes when Nychele whined, “Where are Mayday and Nadya going? I want to tell them about my birthday party!” 
Shane half expected Ilya to come back in after putting the girls in the car. He ducked into the office for a trash bag to collect snack wrappers and juice bottles, and sort of expected Ilya to be sitting on the bleachers waiting for him. Shane accepted a sparkly pink  birthday invitation from Nychele and winked good-naturedly at Matilde when she whispered, “Nychele insisted on inviting you!” and kind of expected the double doors to close behind them, then very quickly swing back open to let Ilya through. 
Shane wasn’t going to say it out loud, wasn’t going to admit it to himself in any way, shape, or form, but after a disastrous not-date, dozens of picture messages worth of unanswered text messages, then an entire weekend of silence, he really fully fucking expected Ilya come find him, pursue him, not let up until they managed to talk. 
Not that Shane wanted to talk. He didn’t want to talk. He wanted to break Ilya’s nose. Thought maybe he’d knock Ilya’s teeth right out if the asshole showed up and tried to downplay it all with a cocky smile and smart ass comment like he expected things between them to be okay. 
They used to do that. Back then. Back before. Petty fights and dumb arguments inevitably turned into ignored texts and skipped hook ups until one of them offered a dumb joke or sent a stupid meme and they went right back to doing what they always did. 
They used to do that. But one of them getting pissy about losing a game and the other one going too far being purposefully aggravating was way different than Vegas and Ilya’s plan and Shane not having slept in three days because he hated himself for letting it hurt so bad. 
So no, Shane didn’t want to talk. But he still sort of, kind of halfway definitely really expected Ilya to seek him out and try to make it better, and it sure felt a certain kind of empty when he left the office, turned the lights off in the rink and Ilya wasn’t there. 
Whatever. 
“Shane.” 
“Fuck!” Shane didn’t want to talk, didn’t want to be upset Ilya wasn’t waiting to talk to him, and didn’t know what to do when he locked the rink doors and found Ilya standing by his car. 
“Fuck.” Shane retreated a step before he stopped himself. Flinched before he caught himself. He blinked and schooled his features, set his jaw and straightened his shoulders, then took a breath and tried again, “I mean. What are you doing here?” 
“Practice was not the right place to talk.” Ilya zipped his leather jacket his neck and shoved his hands in his pockets, bracing against the whistle of late autumn wind around the corner of the rink, and against the stony irritation set deep into Shane’s eyes. “I came back.” 
“Right.” Shane didn’t move from standing by the side door. “Okay. Where are the girls?” 
“Bakery.” Ilya jerked his thumb in the general direction of downtown and Main Street. “Alicia is making cinnamon rolls. Nadya is learning to make frosting and Masha likes to spread the brown sugar so–” 
It didn’t matter. Ilya didn’t bother finishing the sentence. Shane didn’t need a full explanation and back story of where the girls were, the point was that Ilya had come back without the twins which meant they could talk without being overheard by nosy little know-it-alls in matching sweaters. 
“I am sorry.” Ilya backed up a few steps to lean against his car so Shane could move from the door without feeling crowded. He kept his hands in his pockets, the collar of his jacket turned up against the wind, and explained haltingly, “For Friday and the date. And for everything else too, yes. But first I am sorry for Friday. It was a fun night and I shouldn’t have–” 
“Don’t.” Shane tossed his skate bag in the back seat of the car and shut the door loud. “It’s fine. It’s okay.” 
“Okay?” No, that didn’t seem right. Ilya frowned, “What is okay? Because this,” he waved his hand between them, “is obviously not okay.” 
“No, it is. Cos you were right.” Shane didn’t want to talk, but three days of insomnia had also meant three days of dissecting every second of their not-date, of planning and scripting and trying to figure out what to say when they inevitably ended up in the same room again. 
The first several times Shane had tried to think through a follow-up conversation with Ilya, he’d been sick to his stomach, ten years worth of unresolved and unacknowledged grief making him physically nauseous. The next few times, he’d been so angry his jaw still hurt from grinding his teeth. But eventually, with exhaustion burning behind his eyes and resignation sitting heavy in his chest, Shane had sorted out his head enough to tell Ilya, 
“We were kids.” He kept his eyes on the scuffed toes of his sneakers, on the cracked asphalt and bits of gravel in the parking lot. “Your dad was sick. You were trying to figure out how to handle all of it from the other side of the world. I remember you told me one time that you always sent a bunch of money home, and I’m sure you had to send basically everything to cover your Dad’s doctor stuff. You said your brother was useless, right? You were the only one doing anything to handle the situation, and that's insane.”  
Shane nodded, convincing himself and convincing Ilya, “You had a whole bunch of stuff going on. Really hard stuff. I don’t know how the hell I would handle that sort of thing now, much less ten years ago when my mom was still scheduling my doctor’s appointments and my Dad practiced press conference answers with me so I didn’t freeze up in front of reporters.” 
He tried for a laugh. Ilya’s eyes flickered curiously uncertain about the rapid fire, succinctly understanding speech. 
“Besides.” Shane nodded again, convincing himself and convincing Ilya, “It wasn’t like I was a priority for you.” 
“Whoa. Hey.” Ilya didn’t like that, but when he opened his mouth to argue that particular point, Shane cut him off with a quick shake of his head, “I’m not being an asshole, Ilya. I’m serious. Whatever we were doing back then was already less important than games and practices and our regular off-ice lives. Yeah, we made time to see each other and for a while if you had extra time off or if I was in Boston for some reason, we’d make plans, but we both knew it wasn’t a priority. It was just nice when it worked out so we could see each other.” 
“Whatever we were doing back then?” Shane’s entire speech felt practiced, planned, and prepared, purposefully casual and pointedly nonchalant. It felt like a fucking lie, and Ilya’s jaw tightened in frustration. “When it worked out? Shane–” 
The speech was practiced, planned and prepared and Shane was deflecting, downplaying and distancing, but he meant it when he told Ilya, “It’s shitty to be mad at you for not thinking about me when your whole life was falling apart. So it’s okay.” 
“And.” Deflect. Downplay. Distance. “I’m sorry too.” 
“You are sorry.” Ilya fucking hated the rigid composure in Shane’s posture, the resolute calm in his dark eyes . He’d spent the weekend thinking about what to say to Shane, he’d put the girls to sleep each night and spent an exhausting number of hours trying to figure out how to approach and apologize, how to get through the conversation without it imploding the way Friday night had, but Shane acted like he was reading off a script and the cold distance of it made Ilya’s stomach churn. “Why are you sorry?” 
“For being such a dick about all of it.”
“Yes, but.” Ilya floundered, trying to find the right words to shake Shane out of the nearly robotic exchange. “You were upset. My fault. Vegas was--” 
“You were upset too.” It was harder to get through saying the right thing when Ilya wasn’t responding the way Shane thought he would. He was apologizing, being understanding, trying to be sympathetic and Ilya kept staring at him like it was all wrong. “Vegas was bad, yeah. But I was only upset cos the guy I was fucking didn’t kiss me goodbye.” 
Ilya did not like that. He did not like Shane acting like they’d been nothing when only a couple nights previous Shane had been cursing, almost crying, falling to pieces because once upon a time, they had been real and important and everything. 
Shane kept talking like they’d been nothing, but to Ilya they had been everything, and he didn’t like it. 
“You were upset about giving up your career, your new life and your team and you know, we didn’t talk much back then,” Shane was back to staring at his feet. At the parking lot. He couldn’t handle Ilya’s face doing that creased, complicated, hurt thing so he kept his head down. “I knew you only went to Russia for the summer because you had to. I knew you didn’t like going. I should have realized you only would've disappeared like that if you absolutely had to. So yeah.” 
Shane scratched his nose, his eyebrow. “I’m sorry for being mad about it. Sorry for hating you for ten years and ruining what was a really fun night. Friday was fun and I messed it up by freaking out. Sorry.” 
“So it’s okay then.” Ilya asked, but he know it wasn’t okay. Shane wasn’t looking at him, wasn’t talking to him like they were real people, wasn't acting like it was a real conversation, it wasn’t okay. 
“You are,” Ilya ducked his head, leaning forward trying to find Shane’s eyes. “You are okay?” 
“Yes.” Shane cleared his throat, bracing himself to get through the next part of his speech. “And I’m glad we talked about it, because now I have some closure. We can’t change what happened, but at least I know why it happened so it’s okay. Now we can move forward and be normal.” 
“Normal.” Ilya’s eyebrows shot up towards his hairline. “Normal? Shane, what the fuck is normal for us?” 
“I mean now we can be normal like a coach and parent.” Shane tried not to react to the bitter disbelief straining in Ilya’s words, tried not to choke on how bad the lie tasted when it stuck in his throat. “I kept pretending we could be casual acquaintances like me and the other parents, but obviously that wouldn’t work until we talked things out. We talked things out, now we can be–” 
“Casual acquaintances.” Ilya finished flatly. “This is what you want. Normal. To only be parent and coach, Mr. Rozanov and Coach Hollander.” 
“Yeah. For sure. And eventually,” Shane lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “It’d be nice to be friends. Actual friends. Despite all of this, you and I still have the most in common with each other out of everyone else in town, so you know. Friends would be nice.” 
“Huh.” Ilya folded his arms against his chest, pursing his lips. “So Friday when we skated together and I kissed you, and you whimpered right here,” he tapped at his mouth, “and asked me for more? What was that?” 
“Ilya.” Fuck. “That’s not–” 
“You say you want to be friends.” Ilya wanted to be pissed off about it. He’d spent the entire weekend working up the courage to seek Shane out so they could have a real conversation and he could apologize, but Shane hit him with a fully planned, callously false speech about not being angry and moving on as friends and Ilya wanted to be fucking furious about it, but instead he was just tired. Just a little bit rubbed raw and left hollow and exhausted by it. “Well, I say you are still a very bad liar, Shane Hollander.” 
“No, I–-” Shane didn’t feel good about lying to Ilya, he didn’t feel good about lying to himself but a carefully constructed narrative and set expectations would give him time to cope, and maybe eventually he would actually be okay with it all, and he could finally grow the hell up and move on. “It’s not that–” 
“You should have been mean.” Ilya interrupted, and Shane blinked at him, “What?” 
“You should have been mean.” he repeated. “To me. Right now. You should have yelled at me or punched me or something.” 
“Why would I–” 
“I came to apologize.” Ilya straightened up off the car, shaking his head. “I came to try and fix things for us. But you want to lie and say it is all okay? No, you should have been mean and punched me instead of giving me a lie. You are wasting my time. This is a waste of time." 
“Wasting your-- Oh fuck you!” Shane snapped and Ilya lifted his chin challenging, “What was that?” 
“Fuck. You.” Shane said it again. Spat it, really. “I spent all fucking weekend trying to understand your point of view and trying to get over ten years of bullshit. I apologized for freaking out and admitted I probably wouldn’t have handled it any better and you’re going to tell me I’m wasting your time?! I want us to find a way to be friends so I don’t feel like–” 
He was yelling now, his voice echoing across the empty parking lot. “punching your fucking face in every goddamn time I see you, and you say I'm wasting your time?!” 
“Yes!” Ilya threw his arms out wide. “You want to punch me? Punch me! Yell at me! Get fussy and huffy and bitchy about it like you used to when I pissed you off!” 
“Like I used to?” Shane shouted back. “Newsflash, asshole! That was ten years ago! Don’t use shit against me saying that’s how I used to do things, none of that matters anymore!” 
“Yes it does. Because if it didn’t matter, you would not have planned speech and wasted my time.” Ilya scoffed at him and Shane retorted, “So what, instead of talking this out like adults, you want me to beat you up in the parking lot?” 
“Better than lying to me, yes.” 
“Fuck you, Rozanov!” Shane ripped the car door open. “Fuck you. I’m trying to deal with– trying to handle– I’m trying not to lose my mind about you fucking planning what was probably the worst moment of my life right up until getting hurt last season, and you’re mad because I’m calm about it?!” 
“Yes! Because I am not calm about it.” Ilya jabbed a finger into his own chest. “I was mad and sad and missed you every day, and–!” 
“You got married and had kids, Ilya!” 
“That doesn’t mean I ever stopped lov–!” 
“Stop!” Shane dropped onto the driver’s seat and curled his fingers around the steering wheel, thudding his forehead onto it a few times. “Just stop. Listen.” 
“Only if you don’t lie to me.” Ilya warned and Shane closed his eyes tight, squeezed at the steering wheel tight, let his voice strain audibly tight because for all his carefully planned talking points, he was quit suddenly only half a breath away from breaking. 
“I don’t want to be mad at you, Ilya.” it came out a whisper. “I don’t want to be sad about you. I want all this shit to be over with so I can move on. I have to move on, it's been like ten years and I can’t– I can’t–” 
“Shane."
“I gotta go. I’m not doing this. Not again." Shane shut the door and slammed the car in reverse,  skidding his way out of the parking lot gone.
Ilya stood there for a long minute alone before getting in his car and leaving too. 
From Ilya: Am 0-2 in talks. This one was maybe worse.
From Sveta: I am sorry, Ilyushka.
*****
“Dad.” It never used to be hard for Shane to talk to his Dad, but it took him all damn day to work up the courage to make the call.
David picked up on the first ring, happy to hear from Shane and happy to chat about whatever was on Shane’s mind. Of course he had a minute, he had all sorts of time now that he was retired, hey speaking of needing a dang hobby, did Shane ever make up his mind about which renovations he might need help with, cos David would be so happy to scoot on up into the foothills and–
“Dad.” Shane dropped onto the couch, tucking into the corner with a pillow hugged to his chest. “I need to talk to you about something. I need to uh–” 
Shit. Shane held the pillow closer, rubbing his cheek at the textured slip cover. He hadn’t ever talked about relationship stuff with his parents, not when he tried dating a girl in highschool, not when the first time with Ilya left him questioning everything about himself, not even after Vegas when he’d been too messed up to function, but had brushed off any questions with a shrug and muttered promise that he was fine. 
He’s never once talked about relationship stuff with his parents, but he had to talk to someone about something, Shane had to do something to ease the noise in his head and the ache in his chest, he had to talk to somebody. 
“I was hoping you could give me some advice.” the words stuck in Shane’s throat. “About, um. I uh–” 
“Hey, are you alright, kiddo?” David’s mellow voice pitched in concern. “I don’t want to make you feel bad about not calling, but Shane you don’t ever call and now you sound half messed up. What’s wrong? Are you in some sort of trouble?”
“Trouble? No, I’m not in trouble.” Shane hadn’t ever been in trouble. No detentions in school, no over accumulation of penalty minutes, he’d only ever been in one fight for the duration of his hockey career, no he wasn’t in trouble.
“I just." Fuck, maybe he was in trouble. Maybe the fact that Shane couldn't call home without his Dad worrying something was wrong cos he couldn't even get a few words out before his throat closed up meant he really was in trouble, just not the police station- bail money- too drunk kind of easily dealt with trouble.
Jesus fucking Christ, how was a hypothetical DUI somehow less trouble than talking about Friday night with Ilya Rozanov?
“Shane?” David prompted when Shane went silent on the other end. “You okay?”
“I went on a date Friday night.” Shane bit into the pad of his thumb until it stung. “Well not a date date. It was um-- we said it was—"
He tucked his hurt thumb into his fist and squeezed tight. “Okay it was a date. Yeah.” 
“A date!” David tactfully skipped over Shane’s stammering and attempted denial, mercifully didn’t blurt out how shocking the news was and how it was about damn time Shane gave romance a shot, and decidedly didn’t rope Yuna and her well meaning but intrusive nosiness into the conversation. “That’s great! How was it? Who is sh—“  
Shane braced himself to lie to his Dad and talk about a her for the conversation, but David switched mid breath and corrected, “Who are they? Anyone we know?”
“No. You don’t know… them.” The casual change of pronouns felt like support and permission and approval from his quietly perceptive Dad, and Shane held the phone closer to his ear, closing his eyes and exhaling shakily. “I knew them a long time ago. We recently reconnected. Sort of.”
“Good for you! I’m sure they’re thrilled to be back in your life!” David didn’t push for details about the person. Shane appreciated it. “So is this a friendship turned romance, or…?” 
“We were together for a while.” That was the easiest, simplest, vaguest explanation he could give his Dad. “Back in 2014.”
“Way back in 2014, huh?” David’s voice did something odd, a weird inflection like a question he hadn’t wanted to ask had just been answered, or like maybe he’d known something back then and was finally getting confirmation. “Okay. And what happened, the two of you broke up?” 
“You could say that.” Was it a break up if they hadn’t been dating, but one of them disappeared and the other one pretended he was fine for ten goddamn years only to find out in really humiliating ways that he wasn’t fine at all? 
“Yeah okay, we broke up back in 2014. But we went on a date Friday and I think they want to get back together. Or work things out between us which is–- I guess that’s the same thing. Maybe. I don’t really know. I don’t," he rubbed his eyes until spots popped behind his lids. “I don’t know, Dad.”
“You loved them?” David ventured, but Shane went quiet for a minute, two minutes, and David moved right on, “Okay, so it was a bad break up. You’re messed up about it and what, you’re mad at them and mad at yourself for still being affected by it?”
“Yeah.”  Yes. “That sounds about right.”
“Well, I can tell you from experience that trying to hide that kind of anger doesn’t work out for anyone. Neither does trying to reason and justify your way through it.” He thought a minute, then continued, “Feelings are just feelings, Shane. They aren’t right or wrong, they just are. We can’t help what we feel, so you’ve gotta acknowledge it. Gotta talk it out.”
“I know. I know I can’t just push it down and ignore it.” Shane knew. His mom scolded him about it, his therapist scolded him about it, he knew. “But trying to talk about it makes me want to punch a wall. Or punch them, maybe. Right in their stupid handsome face.” 
“Lots of things are generally forgiven in the beginning stages of getting back together after a bad break up, but Shane I dunno if ‘punching them in their stupid handsome face’ is one of them.” David’s amused smile was audible over the phone. “You should take some space and time to work through your anger, talk it out with them and then you know, maybe try another date?”
“Right.” Shane pushed a hand through his hair. “Right. Yeah. That’s probably what I should do. Work through it. Talk about it. Try again.” 
David waited patiently, and Shane twisted his fingers in his hair nervously, “What if after I work through how mad I am, there isn’t anything left? Like if I take time and space and whatever, maybe therapy? What if when the anger is gone, I don’t feel anything for them?” 
“Then at the risk of sounding like your extremely practical, wildly unromantic mother,” David clicked his tongue sympathetically. “If there’s nothing left after the anger is gone, then that’s all the answer you need. There’s nothing left between the two of you, and you’ll have to make peace with that.” 
“Okay well.” The next option was somehow worse, “What if I take too long working through it and they get tired of waiting? What if– what if I lose them again because I can’t get my shit together like a normal person?”
“Shane.” It had hurt David right to his core the first time Shane came home from school upset after being bullied, asking what was wrong with him, wanting to know why he wasn’t normal. It didn’t hurt any less now that Shane was thirty-three instead of thirteen and asking the same sort of thing. “Kiddo, listen–” 
“Don’t say the thing about how being normal is over-rated.” Shane pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to stave off the worst of his ever present migraine. “This isn’t about that, Dad. I don’t– I don’t need reassurance that it’s okay to be not normal. I just–” 
Fuck. He held the phone away for few seconds. “I need to know if–” 
“Shane, is this person the type to let you get very far away without saying something?” David interrupted, and Shane frowned, “What do you mean?” 
“Do they bother you.” David tried to explain. “Seek you out. Do they text or call you first, do they chase after you to stay engaged, not let you get quiet and shut down, that sort of thing.” 
“Uh yeah. Yeah, they fucking bother me.” Ilya hadn’t texted since Friday, hadn’t talked to him since the disastrous attempt after practice on Monday. Shane’s phone hadn’t lit up with a single notification from Lily in days and it wrecked him that he was wrecked about it. “It’s annoying. They're annoying.” 
“Mmhmm.” David didn’t mention how heartsick Shane sounded when he said annoying. “Well then, I don’t think you need to worry about them getting tired of waiting on you.” 
“They went ten years without talking to me.” Shane stated flatly. “They had the chance to talk to me and didn’t. Chose not to.” 
“Did they say why they didn’t talk to you?” 
“I…didn’t ask.” All at once Shane realized he hadn’t asked Ilya why he’d never texted back. Friday night had been learning about the fucking plan, Monday’s conversation had derailed into Ilya calling him a liar because Shane’s pre-planned, pre-rehearsed understanding speech was too politely false, and between all the noise, Shane had learned why Ilya disappeared but hadn't asked why Ilya had never texted back.
“Holy shit.” he scrubbed his hand over his face, raking his nails at his cheek. “I didn’t ask. I know why we broke up, they had good reasons, their Dad was sick and there was all this other stuff but shit. I didn’t ask about why they never talked to me again."
“Okay. Okay.” David waited for Shane’s anxious breathing to slow again, “The reasons for the break up. You understand them? Feel like you can empathize with how they were feeling at the time?” 
“Yeah. I understand all the reasons.” He did understand. “But I’m still pissed off about it.” 
“So tell them that.” David encouraged. “I’d bet they understand you being mad the same way you understand why they had to break things off in the first place.” 
“I don’t know, Dad.” 
“Here’s the thing.” He started with a quiet sigh, “If you're the right person for them, if they love you or used to love you or want to love you again, if they’ve decided and know that you're the right person for them, they’ll wait. They’ll let you be mad, they’ll work through the bad days for and with you, they’ll put in the effort.”  
“But what if–” 
“And if there’s even a tiny part in your heart that knows they are the right person for you, the person you want to be with more than anything?” David prompted gently, “It won’t take as long as you think to figure it all out. When two people love each other and are willing to put the work in, the figuring it out stage tends to go pretty quick." 
“God, you really are the romantic one, aren’t you?” Shane tried for a smile. “Mom would have told me to just go ahead and punch them.” 
“I admit to being a softy at heart, yes.” David chuckled. “My advice is to take it slow. Feel what you need to feel. If you need space, take it. If you need to hit something, aim for the punching bag and not their stupid handsome face. And if you need to talk? I’m here. All the time, Shane. I'm here."
“…thanks Dad.”
“Sure do love you, kiddo.” 
“I love you too.” 
The line disconnected and David tapped his phone at the palm of his hand a couple times before leaving the kitchen and going to find his wife in the well appointed study of the cozy Montreal house.  
“Hullo my love.” Yuna smiled at him from behind her desk, “Who was on the phone?” 
“Shane.” David said slowly, and when Yuna’s eyes widened worried, he added, “He needed some advice about a date. About a relationship.” 
“A relationship.” Yuna set her wire rimmed glasses aside and propped her elbows on her desk, clasping her hands under her chin. “Who is he? Anyone we know? 
“They,” David raised his eyebrows pointedly, and Yuna nodded in silent acknowledgment that since Shane hadn’t officially come out, they couldn’t just assume. “Broke up with Shane back in 2014.” 
“Oh. 2014.” Shane hadn’t ever said anything about a relationship, a break up, or a partner that summer, but Yuna had cried herself sick stressed about her son for those few awful months when Shane had stopped talking, stopped eating, and folded in on himself lost. “That’s– hm. Okay.” 
She came around the desk to take a seat on the small sofa by the window, holding out her hand for her husband to come and sit by her. “He still isn’t ready to talk about it?” 
“No.” David settled into the comfortable cushions and tugged her into his side and dropping a kiss on her hair. “But apparently they’ve reconnected enough to go on a date, and Shane has some misgivings. He’s still mad about the break up and he’s worried that after all the anger is gone, maybe there won’t be anything left.” 
“If that’s the case, then he’s better off without them.” She said flatly. “But on the other hand, if they’re back after ten years and pursuing him, maybe the time apart let them both grow up to be the person one another needs instead of stupid kids making stupid decisions and breaking each other’s hearts.” 
She hummed thoughtfully, “What did you tell him to do? 
“To talk it out with this person, give himself time to be angry and sort through those feelings, and to trust his heart to tell him what he truly wants.” 
“That’s boring advice.” Yuna was predictably unimpressed with that option, and David huffed at her, “What should I have told him?” 
“Well.” She shrugged her slim shoulders. “How did you handle it when we broke up the summer after college?” 
“I lasted two months without you.” he replied promptly. “Then I got drunk, walked to your apartment and shouted how much I loved you until you came downstairs and slapped me.” 
“Exactly.” Nod. “I slapped you and then I kissed you and we were married a few months later.” 
“So what,” David nudged her teasingly. “You want to call our son back and tell him to go loudly profess his love until this person–” 
“What? No!” She cut him off with a loud snort. “No, I think Shane should go break the jerk's nose in retaliation for breaking his heart, then they should kiss and make up!” 
“Hm. Romantic as ever.” David deadpanned and Yuna laughed, snuggling in closer, “It worked for us, didn’t it?” 
"It certainly did, my love." 
She was quiet a moment, “I miss him, David. And I’m so worried about him. I know he’s in his thirties and grown, but he’s always been different. He took the retirement so hard, and now he's up and disappeared and we never hear from him and sometimes I worry…” 
“I know.” David kissed the top of her head again. “I know. I worry about him, too.”
*****
Shane and Ilya didn’t talk at Thursday practice, not a single word. 
None of the other parents seemed to notice Shane was on the ice before the girls arrived instead of hanging by the bleachers to welcome them in, and none of the other parents seemed to notice Shane staying on the ice until everyone was gone, ostensibly cleaning up and checking for any deep gouges before the Zamboni took the ice, keeping the ice and the boards as a literal, physical barrier between himself and the normal social interactions that came along with twice weekly practice. 
Ilya did, though. Ilya noticed all of it and set his jaw tense about it, but Shane didn’t talk to him, look at him, acknowledge him, so Ilya did the same.
Nobody else noticed when Thursday practice sucked in a very specific, very pointedly silent sort of way, but Ilya thought about putting his fist through the drywall and Shane thought maybe he’d pick up a fifth of something alcoholic on the way home, and that’s how Thursday went. 
Thursday sucked. 
Friday was marginally better. 
“Alright girls.” It had been a helluva week, but Shane made sure he had wide, encouraging smiles for the girls as they gathered for a pep talk. “First game today, is everyone ready?” 
“Yes Coach!” 
The first official U9 game of the season was a friendly scrimmage, played on half ice so little legs didn’t get too tired chasing the puck around, and with both coaches acting as linesmen to keep everyone on track. There was no pressure, no stakes, they kept score but every parent in the stands was encouraged to cheer for every attempt on goal from both teams, and when the visiting team trudged through the doors of the Montbonne community ice rink, Shane made sure his girls were lined up outside the guest locker room to shout hello and offer high fives. 
Ilya took his seat with the rest of the parents and tried his absolute damndest not to stare at Shane, but when Nadya lumbered over in full goalie get up with Mariya hurrying along behind and tugged at Shane’s sleeve, of course Ilya had to look, of course he had to lean forward and crane his neck to catch the Coach wince a little kneeling down to be eye level with the twins, of course he had to watch Shane nudge Nadya’s chin up and smile at her as he answered her question while holding out a hand for Mariya so she didn’t feel left out. 
Ilya was shredded so raw after Friday and Monday and a week’s worth of silence, it physically stung to even look in Shane’s direction but he had to watch Shane be gentle and careful and good with his girls, he had to. 
Damn it. 
“I’m s-scared to lose th-the game.” Nadya whispered. “What if it’sss my f-fault and everyone is m-mad?” 
“Nah sweetie, that’s not how it works.” Shane tugged Mariya’s glove so she would come closer and listen too. “That’s the thing about being a team. We work hard, we work together and sometimes we win and sometimes we don’t, but it’s never just about one person. It’s always about all of us.” 
“Don't worry sister, I’ll keep the puck away from you and our goal.” Mariya promised solemnly and Nadya wrinkled her little brow uncertainly, “Ok-kay. But what if–” 
“Hey.” he shook his head. “Remember? Not in your house.” 
“N-not in my house.” she whispered, and Shane urged, “Not in your house, Nadya.” 
“Not innn my house!” 
“Not in your house!” Mariya cheered and Nadya threw both arms up, “Not in m-my house!” 
“And if a few goals do get in?” Shane stood back up, rubbing his knee when it twinged. “It’s not a big deal and nobody’s gonna be mad, in fact we’re all gonna be super proud of you for being brave enough to stand between a puck and the goal cos hey,” he tugged at one of her curls escaping from her tight braid. “I’m not brave enough to be a goalie. That’s all you, Nadya.” 
“Not in m-my house.” She said one more time, serious and fierce and determined. “Let’s go.” 
“Davay!” Mariya shouted and grabbed for her sister to they could hurry back to the locker rooms and the volunteer moms who would help put on the rest of the gear. 
Shane stood there and smiled after them. Ilya sat there and watched until Shane finally turned back to the bleachers, then Ilya jerked away to stare at the ice, pushing and pressing at his chest where it all felt scraped ragged raw and the prickly awareness of Shane looking up at him made it all a hundred times worse. 
From Sveta: Kiss the girls for me, I’m so bummed I can’t make their first game. You will FaceTime after so they can tell me all about it?
From Ilya: Of course. 
From Sveta: How is Jane?
Ilya put his phone away and didn’t answer. The teams took the ice a few minutes later and nothing else mattered beyond cheering for them anyway. 
Half ice games were fun and fast, the time divided into halves with an intermission instead of three periods and shorter breaks. The girls scrambled every which way chasing the puck while the two coaches-turned-linesmen skated back and forth directing their respective teams through the plays and ensuring everyone followed the rules, that slips and falls were easily brushed off and that no one was too terribly upset over losing face offs. 
Later in the season things would be more official, by January the U9 division would be playing full ice games, dealing with stricter calls and more defined strategies, but for the first game, for the first scrimmage, it was all about getting out there and having a good time. 
Shane cheered and clapped and smiled the entire time because it was so great to be on the ice, to hear the girls calling for one another, to hear the parents shrieking in excitement whenever one of their kids got anywhere close to the puck, and when the other coach shouted something about the girls looking like little bumble bees swarming all over place, Shane laughed out loud agreeing with him.
The scrimmage was entertaining. Easy. Downright joyful, really. Not a single point was scored despite several fantastically clumsy shots taken on goal, both Shane and the visiting coach had to keep intervening at face offs to remind the girls that it was time to play, not hang out and chatter with their newly made friends, and when the final buzzer blew, both teams emptied off their benches and skated around in haphazard circles, too excited to bother following any sort of post-game protocol and fuck, Shane loved it. 
He’d missed it. He was so glad to have a version of hockey and a taste of that unhinged joy back in his life, even if and maybe especially because it came by way of coaching. 
“Good job. You’re amazing. Good job. So proud of you.” Shane rapped his knuckles at each player's helmet as they hopped off the ice and beamed up at him on the way to the locker room. “Good game. Proud of you. You guys are the best. Amazing. Good job.” 
The volunteer moms followed the girls into the locker room to help take off skates and pads, Shane went to clean out the players benches and exchange a few words with the visiting coach, and the rest of the parents laid out snacks and drinks, and gathered coats so they could vacate the rink in a timely manner once everyone was done and ready to go.
“Ilya, oh my gosh did you make cupcakes for the girls?” Janey’s mom gasped when Ilya opened the bakery box he’d brought as contribution to the group snacks. Coach Hollander’s group text had politely suggested orange slices or peanut  butter crackers to help the girls recuperate after a long game, but Ilya had purposefully, maybe peevishly ignored the suggestion and baked up a couple dozen cupcakes with whipped frosting and sprinkles instead.
“These look amazing!”
“I'm tempted to eat them myself and tell the girls there’s only fruit!”
“This is the cutest thing, oh my goodness.”
“Well Rozanov, thanks for making all of us who brought fruit and protein snacks look bad!”
It was downright irritating how much Shane enjoyed the thought of Ilya in an apron searching through the hilariously over organized sprinkle drawer for the exact right decoration to put on the frosting. Downright irritating and maybe a tiny bit encouraging, because when one of the parents called for Shane to come see the cupcakes, Shane managed to look at Ilya without flinching for the first time all week, and when Ilya met his eyes for a too brief split second, Shane almost managed to smile.
But shit. The instant Shane’s dark eyes landed on him, the instant the corner of Shane’s mouth started to lift, Ilya looked away.
He’d been so sure Friday would end okay. He’d been positive Monday’s conversation and his apology would be a big step towards fixing things. Instead, there had been radio silence for a week, too many sleepless night, and now Ilya was flinching gun shy from eye contact and it was— Ilya was—
“Hey Coach, I want you to meet my brother in law.” Bailey’s mom flagged Shane down, dragging someone along with her as she hurried to Shane’s side. “This is Louis. Louis, this is Coach Hollander, as in the Coach Shane Hollander.” 
“The Coach Shane Hollander.” Louis was tall, his dark hair swoopy, and his green eyes crinkled at the corners as he looked Shane over and smiled slowly interested. “I’ve heard so much about you.” 
Fuck. Ilya dropped onto the bleachers, his head snapping around looking away so he didn't have to see Shane's answering smile, because the immediately bitter roil of jealousy in his stomach nearly made him nauseous. 
Fuck. 
“Nice to meet you.” Shane didn’t like meeting new people. Hell, he barely liked small talk conversation with people he already knew, but he shook the guy’s hand anyway, offering a polite smile and a halfway curious lift of his brows when Louis clasped a hand on top of his and murmured, “So nice to meet you too.” 
“I’ll let you two get acquainted.” Bailey’s mom patted Shane’s arm and winked at him. "Have fun, boys." 
"Uh." Shane blinked after her, then blinked up at Louis when the guy kept holding their hands together. "I don't uh--"
"Shane Hollander." Louis kept hold of Shane's hand, then switched to speaking French, his deep voice rolling with each syllable as he talked about Shane being a legend, how he hadn’t believed it when his niece had told him who the new coach was, how he’d been so happy to drive up and watch Bailey play in her first game, and how meeting Shane was just the cherry on top. 
“Um. Thanks. Yeah, Bailey’s great. Sweet kid. Super funny too.” Shane pulled his hand from Louis’s grasp and hooked his thumbs in his pockets, rocking back on his heels and nodding along with Louis’s comment about the game, “She loves to play and it’s so fun to coach her. Yeah.” 
Louis was objectively gorgeous, good looking in a tidy, man bun sort of way, wearing flannel that looked designer and jeans that looked custom tailored, and his hands were soft, his green eyes piercing, his smile warm… Shane wondered if it would be weird to suggest Louis maybe chat up Matilde because the guy seemed like exactly her type. 
“Hey Coach, I heard you bought the old lake house way down at the end of the lane?” Maggie’s dad wandered over to join the conversation, and Shane took a step back from Louis’s piercing gaze and quiet compliments to answer, “Yeah. I’m staying out that way.” 
He didn’t know why or how his real estate purchase was public knowledge, but apparently it was, because one of the other dads chimed right in, “The cabin was abandoned for a few years, wasn’t it? And I know it wasn’t hardly maintained before that, the couple who owned it were only part timers around here. You must have had to redo the whole place!” 
“Working on it.” Shane didn’t want to explain whatever the hell his issue was with finishing the work and making the cabin a home, so he agreed vaguely, “The list is never ending but I’m chipping away at it.” 
“Oh well, heck.” Mr. Davis joined the conversation too, clapping a friendly hand at Shane’s shoulder. “We should just go ahead and get it all knocked out for you, yeah? Get everything buttoned up before winter hits real hard?”
“Oh sure sure!” Maggie’s dad agreed quickly, “If a couple of us head that way and bring the tools, I bet we could check your list off in a day!”
“Wait.” Shane looked around the small circle in confusion, wholly mystified by the sudden attention on his living situation. “What’s going on now?” 
“It wouldn’t take much.” Mr. Davis raised his voice and waved over Angela’s dad. “Rick, you’d come out and help Coach do some things around his cabin right?”
“You need help out there Coach?” Rick asked in surprise. “Why didn’t you say so? I’d be happy to help, come out and run the electric for you or even do some plumbing. I can do everything except the real fancy stuff, get your sinks hooked up and hot water heater calibrated or what have you.”
“Do you have all the material?” someone wanted to know and Shane nodded slowly, “Yeah. I got everything ordered. It’s sitting in the spare bedroom.“
“My Dad was a contractor, built houses my whole life.” Louis tilted his head to catch Shane’s eye and smiled hopefully, “I remember a thing or two, I’d be happy to come help if you’d like.”
“Well, that settles it!” Mr Davis clapped his hand together. “Let’s meet at Coach’s place tomorrow morning around nine and get it done, huh?” 
A chorus of agreement, hand shakes and pats at Shane’s back apparently solidified the plan in stone, and Shane huffed a disbelieving laugh, “Seriously? This is— wow. Uh thank you.”
“Anytime Coach! Come on Janey! Let’s get home!”
“See you tomorrow, Coach!” 
“Good game, Coach! You’re so great with the kids, we really appreciate that.”
“I will see you tomorrow, hm?” Louis held out his hand again and Shane took it automatically, too stuck on the shock of so much freely given help to notice Louis’s eyes lingering over his body, or to clock the heat of Louis’s palm against his own when Louis held on longer than necessary. “First thing in the morning?”
“Yeah. That will be kind of crazy, I didn’t expect everyone to jump in and want to help me out– oh wait. Bye girls!” Shane dropped his hand to wave at Bekah and Angela as they left, “Good game! See you Monday at practice!”
“Bye, Coach Hollander.” Louis tried one last time to hold Shane’s attention, his full lips turning down into a frown when Shane gave him a quickly polite smile but was very clearly distracted by everything else going on. “So nice to meet you.” 
“Nice to meet you too, Larry. Uh-- Louis." Shane shook his head apologetically. "Sorry. Nice to meet you."
The rink cleared quickly, parents bundling the girls up and out into the chilly October air, the visiting team loading into the small bus that would take them back down the highway towards home. Shane had big smiles and waves for the girls as they left, more absentminded goodbyes for the parents, and when he did a walk through of the locker rooms, he was too busy stressing about how the fuck to handle all the people who planned to overrun the cabin with tools and noise and helpfulness to realize Nadya and Mariya were still running around playing by the bleachers.
“Nadya! Mayday!” He whistled at them in pretend exasperation, “What are you still doing here? Pack it in girls, I gotta close up! 
The girls booed him loudly, and Shane pointed at them faux threateningly, “Five minutes, then I’m gonna bag you up with the snack garbage and toss you into the dumpster.”
“Yeah right, Coach!” 
“Y-you like us too m-much!” 
“No, I don’t!” The girls just giggled at his huffiness and went right back to running in circles, so Shane took a breath, took a breath, took a breath, and made his way towards the bleachers. 
The twins were still hanging around which meant Ilya was still hanging around. Shane had barely been able to look in Ilya’s direction at the start of the game, but after cheering the girls on, after cupcakes and celebrations and the offer of community and help and support, he found his courage and set his shoulders, lifted his chin and strode up into the bleachers to drop onto the bench next to, but not too very next to Ilya.
“You were waiting around for me?” He asked with his hands clasped between his knees and his eyes trained on the ice. 
Ilya purposefully adjusted on the bench so he wasn’t matching Shane’s posture and denied, “No. Apparently is bad parenting to abandon girls at the rink, so if they are playing, I have to be here too.” 
“Right.” Shane rubbed his hands together. “So listen. Ilya–” 
“Oh, are you talking to me now?” Ilya wasn’t proud of how mad he sounded, but it had been such a shitty few days, he didn’t really care. He pushed his hand through his hair a couple times messing with the loose curls, tapped his foot and bounced his knee, then determinedly, physically quelled the too obviously anxious fidgets and settled for tugging at his ear, pinching and rubbing his earlobe trying to keep his tone at a notch lower than pissy, “You ignored me all week, I wasn’t sure you even remembered my name.” 
“Really? Okay.” Shane snorted at him. “Well, you ignored me for ten whole years, so why don’t you shut the hell up about it?” 
Ilya’s head swiveled round in shock, his jaw dropping at the snapped reply and for a couple seconds Shane looked just as taken aback by what he hadn’t meant to say quite so loud and quite so mean. 
“Uh.” Blink. “I mean–” 
“Wow.” Ilya almost smiled about it. Nothing about the situation was funny in the slightest, ten years and Shane’s anger and Ilya’s attempted apologies that were all too little, too late for circumstances far out of either of their control wasn’t funny, but Shane being bitchy and bluntly challengingly rude instead of painfully neutrally polite was encouraging and familiar in the weirdest way and Ilya almost smiled about it. 
“I didn’t mean to–” Shane shook his head. “I shouldn’t have said--” 
“No, is fine.” Ilya went back to looking at the ice. To pinching his ear lobe. “Better than planned speech.” 
“Right. Okay. Well.” Shane went back to looking at the ice too. “You looked sort of jealous sitting up here.” 
“No, you are wrong.” Ilya propped his elbows on the bench behind him, lips thinning in irritation. “I am not jealous of handsome brother in law who speaks perfect French and was staring at you like he wanted to eat you.” 
“What?” Shane glanced at him. Glanced away. Ilya looked too big and broad and dangerous sitting sprawled out with his feet planted wide and arms stretched out, Shane had to look away. “No. I was talking about everyone volunteering to come help at the cabin. You looked like you were feeling left out.” 
He frowned, “I wasn’t talking about Louis.” 
“Oh, it has a name.” Ilya rolled his eyes. “Okay well, I am also not jealous of contractor guys working on your house. So there.” 
“Yeah, because some parents volunteering to help their coach with a couple projects before winter  isn’t the sort of thing to be jealous about.” 
“Nope.” Ilya wanted a cigarette so bad he was buzzing for it. He settled for running his tongue over his teeth and along the inside of his mouth before pointing out, “You never said you needed help with house, though. I would have helped, if you said you needed help."
“When in all of our super extensive conversations would I have mentioned that sort of thing?” There went Shane being bitchy again and he almost apologized. Almost. 
“You are being a dick.” Shane didn’t apologize. Ilya side eyed him and sort of wanted to smile, sort of wanted to hunch his shoulders and hide from the bite of it. “Purposefully being mean.” 
“You told me to be mean.” Shane stated and Ilya countered, “You said you wanted to be friends. Friends are not mean to each other.” 
“And you kissed me like you wanted to be way more than friends, which must be why you’re sitting way up far in the bleachers acting like a jealous loser.” 
Ilya jerked back around staring at him again, but that time Shane didn’t apologize, didn’t look guilty, didn’t look like he was surprised by how angry he sounded. 
Shane stood up and dusted his hands off on his pants and told him, “I’m gonna go say goodbye to the girls. I’ll see you practice on Monday.” 
“...see you on Monday.” 
Shane’s phone buzzed with an incoming text message as he was closing up the office and heading out to the parking lot. 
From Lily: You are an asshole.
From Jane: Takes one to know one. 
From Lily: That was bad come-back, try again. 
From Jane: Don’t try to make me laugh when I’m pissed at you.
Shane sat in his car and stared down at his phone, rubbing his chin and watching the three blinking dots at Lily’s side of the conversation as Ilya sat there waiting for him to keep talking. 
From Jane: I wasn’t lying about understanding what happened in Vegas. Wasn’t lying about being sorry for reacting so bad. I meant all of that. 
From Jane: You want me to be honest? Okay. Honestly I’m fucked up about Vegas and knowing you planned it, and I’m fucked up about you being here and around me all the time and idk if I’m anywhere near ready to be normal about it. 
Shane’s thumbs flew over the keyboard as he typed it out fast and frantic, working himself up angrier with every word. 
From Jane: If you’re gonna call me a liar every time I try to be polite about it, then I’m just gonna be mean. Cos fuck you. Are you kidding me? 
From Jane: Fuck you and your stupid plan and fuck you for being mad that I tried to understand and didn’t just punch you, do you seriously want me to punch you? That is bullshit.
From Jane: I don’t want to be a dick about this but I think that’s all I got. I'm mad and I don’t know how long I’ll be mad about it. 
From Lily: Okay. I will brace myself for bullying and yelling and you being mad. Bring it on.
From Jane: I’m serious.
From Lily: Me too. Keep talking to me. 
*****
Saturday morning dawned bright and clear and cold, and by the time the guys all showed up with their trucks, tool bags, and overly helpful dispositions, Shane had been up for hours trying to make the cabin look a little less pathetically unlived in. 
He shouldn't have even worried about it.
Maggie’s dad Michael didn't blink over the missing outlet covers when he plugged in a big bluetooth speaker so they had a soundtrack to work to. Mr. Davis didn't seem to notice or care about the various states of half finished, half attempted projects around the cabin before he took a quick look at everything that needed done and got right to work doling out projects and handing out material.
Rick climbed into the attic to look at the furnace, then went right to the laundry room to work on the hot water heater and had nothing to say about the overflowing laundry basket or how Shane clearly hadn't had the emotional or mental energy to wash anything all damn week. Everyone else scattered around to hang blinds, patch drywall, sand down rough patches and pry open paint cans, and not one of them was remotely bothered by how obviously Shane hadn't committed to living there yet.
Shane thought he’d have to brace himself and fake it all day, he thought he’d be worked up anxious and embarrassed having so many people in his space, he’d even dropped by the ATM in town to pull several hundred dollars worth of cash in case he was expected to cover gas money or pay for the labor. He didn’t know what the hell to expect when a half dozen guys showed up unasked, unprompted, and unassuming to put his cabin together into something cozy and comfortable. 
But. 
“Coach, is it true you hold the record for most goals scored in a Cup playoff series?” 
“Uh yeah. I do.” 
“Okay but did you really break your own shot accuracy record three years in a row?” 
“...yes?” 
“Did you ever try figure skating?” 
“What? No, I never–” 
“One time me and the fellas got blasted on cheap gin and went out onto the lake, y’know where they cord it off so the kids can skate? And we said to ourselves, we said hey, how hard can figure skating be right? Anyway, make a dumb story short, I’ve got a scar on my leg about six inches long…” 
Shane thought he’d have to brace himself and fake it with a smile and pay for the privilege of help. 
Instead the day was full of shouted hockey stats, random questions, and stories that started with alcohol and ended with hospital visits. The music got louder and the work went faster, the pizza arrived and the stories got funnier, the day went on and the projects got done until the bedroom was painted, the bathroom pipes officially fixed, the furnace no longer squeaking and the drywall patched, the table sanded and loose floorboards nailed down, the blinds hung and closet doors reset and by the end of it–
“Thanks for having us out, Coach! This was real fun.” 
“We should do this again, it’s about time we all started hanging out! I’ll bring some beer next time and we can tackle those sagging boards on your back porch?” 
“Y’know, Katie’s been wanting to have you over for dinner, any time after practice you should just stop in. We have a real open door policy with the neighbors, no need to be formal about it.” 
“Oh so hey, my kiddo Ryan? He’s so jealous you’re Lacey’s Coach, he can’t hardly stand it. If you were willing to sign his poster of you, he’d be thrilled to death. We’re doing a seafood boil on Tuesday, come on by you’re always welcome.”  
“Sarah would be mad at me if I forgot to ask, she coordinates the fall dance for the high school, any chance you’d be willing to chaperone? We take turns doing that sort of thing and you’re the new fella in town so time to pay the dues!” 
By the end of it, Shane was too overwhelmed by the generosity to do much more than smile and wave as the team dads loaded up and drove off in a cloud of dust and exhaust and shouted good-byes. 
Louis left his number scrawled on a napkin in the kitchen along with a message about understanding how difficult it was to be open in a small town, but how he’d love to take Shane to the city and treat him to a nice night out, just give him a call or text and let him know. 
Shane picked up the napkin and read the message, then picked up his phone and sent a text. 
From Jane: How is your Saturday?
Way over on the East end of Montbonne, Ilya was setting up the twins in the upstairs loft with a Saturday night movie and a wild amount of popcorn when his phone buzzed, and his heart rate spiked when he saw it was from Jane. 
“Okay girls, here. Nadyushka, popcorn extra butter, extra salt, candy mixed in for ultimate sugar rush.” he handed Nadya her favorite purple bowl, Boris the Tiger and her pillow. “Masha, here is popcorn, candy divided by color into little bowls, Otto the Snake and your blanket.” 
“S-Spasibo Daddy.” 
“Thanks, Daddy.” Mariya frowned at the orange and blue candies, then switched the bowls so orange was next to yellow, and blue was closer to green. “Are you going to watch with us?” 
“No, I hate this movie.” 
“You knnnow all the Frozen s-songs!” Nadya argued back and Ilya clicked his tongue at her, “No, only the Olaf one.” 
“You sing the ice one when you shovel snow!” 
“No, is lie.” Ilya plonked a kiss on each of their heads. “Watch your movie. I will be in kitchen cleaning up dinner mess.” 
From Lily: Pixar and stuffed animal and sticker themed cos I have girls. 
From Lily: How was home repair day with construction buddies?
From Jane: I hooked up with other people after you. 
Ilya turned the water on to fill the messy sauce pan and frowned at the message, tapping his finger at the screen as he tried to figure out what the hell to say to that. 
It would be easier if they were face to face. Shane always thought he was covering his emotions and hiding his feelings, but he gave it all away in thousands of different tells, and if Ilya could see him, he’d know how to handle the unexpected information. 
From Lily: I never heard of you dating anyone. 
From Jane: I didn’t. Never more than a couple dates sometimes. But I hooked up with people on vacation. With guys.
From Jane: Not all the way. But some stuff. 
Ilya gave up on the dishes.
From Lily: Why not all the way?
From Jane: It wasn’t good.
From Lily: They were not good to you? 
From Jane: No, they were fine. 
From Jane: But they weren’t you. 
*Jane unsent a message* 
Shane unsent something, the message blipped out deleted before Ilya had a chance to get a glimpse, and he swore under his breath, shaking his head.
From Lily: What did you unsend?
From Jane: That guy asked me out.
From Lily: Did you say yes?
From Jane: Are you jealous? 
“Fuck.” Ilya rubbed his mouth. “Fuck, okay. Okay.” He started to text back, but Shane texted again first. 
From Jane: I’m pissed off I want to talk to you.
From Jane: Everyone was really nice today and all I wanted to do was talk to you. That’s annoying. You’re annoying.
From Lily: So stop texting me. 
Shane stopped texting him, the little bubbles disappearing as he exited out of the conversation. Ilya tossed his phone onto the counter and got to work on the dishes, scrubbing at the baked on pasta and filling the dishwasher with jerky movements, kicking himself for misjudging the text chain and giving Shane a reason to stop talking. 
Shane was mad and being bitchy about it, and yeah Ilya had said to bring it on, he’d been fine with Shane's anger cos at least they’d be talking. But Ilya hadn’t been prepared for the whiplash of getting an unexpectedly friendly text, then getting hit with questions that felt like he was being purposefully provoked. 
Yes, he was jealous and no, it didn’t feel good. Yes, he wanted to talk to Shane but Jesus Christ, he hadn’t expected the honesty to be so brutal. Yes, he knew they both needed space to process but oh fuck every single time his phone buzzed with a message from Jane, Ilya was immediately helpless not to respond. He hadn’t been casual and nonchalant and normal about Shane before Vegas, he certainly couldn’t manage it now, fuck. 
“Daddy.” The dishes were done, the kitchen cleaned and Ilya was settled into the couch in the living room with his own show when Mariya came downstairs to find him. “Hi. You look sad.” 
“Nyet, Masha.” Ilya opened his arm so she could tuck into his side, closing his eyes grateful for the reprieve from his swirling thoughts when she snuggled into a tight hug. “I am not sad. I am okay, are you okay?” 
“I need another snack.” she informed him, and Ilya hummed at her, “Is very serious problem? A snack?” 
“Yes. Nadya needs one too.” 
“Okay.” Ilya heaved himself off the couch, scooping Mariya up with him and tucking her under his arm like a football to carry her to the pantry. Mariya giggled and wiggled and kicked her long legs and Ilya wheezed because she was getting big, but managed not to drop her until they’d located chips in the pantry and the snack emergency was taken care of. 
From Jane: Fuck you, don’t tell me what to do. I’ll talk to you if I want.  
From Lily: Then talk to me. 
From Jane: … … … 
From Jane: … … … 
From Jane: I don’t know what to say. 
*****
“I watched all your games.” Ilya strode into Shane’s office half an hour before Monday’s practice, pushing the door shut behind him and dragging a chair up to Shane’s desk. “All of them. If I could not watch live, I would download and watch later. But I saw all of them.” 
“Uh, hey Ilya.” Shane checked out the office window to make sure none of the other parents had arrived yet. “What are you doing right now, what is this?” 
“We always say we did not talk and now you say you don’t know what to say to me. I want to fix that.” Ilya spread his hands wide, nervous and clumsy, but trying like hell. “So I am talking. Now you talk. Go.” 
“Um.” Shane took his glasses off slowly, setting them down on the desk. “When did you get so in touch with your feelings?” 
“After the girls were born.” Ilya didn’t hesitate. “I could not go through life with glares and sarcasm and hope someone else like Sveta or you would take time to understand me.” 
“I–” 
“Two years therapy after girls.” he held up his pinky and ring finger. “To deal with losing my Papa and my Mama’s suicide.” 
“Holy shit, Ilya.” 
“And more later, because I was fucking terrified to be parent. So yes. Okay. I am in touch with my feelings.” He waited a beat, then repeated, “I watched all your games, Shane. I missed you and wanted to see you the whole time I was gone. I did.” 
“Okay.” Shane swallowed. “Okay, so you missed me enough to watch all my games, but didn’t miss me enough to text back a single time for ten years?” 
“I didn’t text back because I didn’t want to admit I missed you.” Ilya searched Shane’s face, blue eyes darting cataloguing every nuance of Shane’s expression. “And was dangerous for a while. We had to hide here, but I had to hide in Russia too. If I messed up and said something or texts proved you were not Jane and someone saw my phone? Dangerous. After being married, texting back felt like cheating and I could not–” 
He shook his head. “I could not do that. Not to Sveta. Not to you. No.” 
Shane’s brow furrowed, and Ilya gave the silence as long as he could before he got too nervous, “Okay. Your turn. Now you say something.” 
“My turn.” Shane ignored the realization that if texting had felt like cheating, then Ilya really hadn’t gotten over him. “How mad were you when I won the Cup three times and beat your record for most goals scored in a play off series?” 
“Not mad.” Ilya didn’t miss a beat, talking quick so he wouldn’t lose his nerve. “Only proud. Sad the second time because it reminded me what I gave up. Third time, I took a shot when commentators talked about breaking records and setting up a dynasty. I got wasted and typed a bunch of Instagram DMs to you but never sent them.” 
Shane blinked. “No, you didn’t.” 
Shane blinked. “Did you really?” 
“Yes.” he nodded. “I did. Because I could not talk to you, but I wanted to. All the time. Okay?” 
“Okay.” Shane didn’t know what the hell to say. “I don’t um–” 
“You said you wanted to be friends.” They only had a few minutes until other parents started dropping kids off for practice. “Only parent and coach. You meant it?” 
“I don’t–” Shane stared at him, wide eyed and little bit freaked out by the influx of honesty. “I don’t have an answer for that right now.” 
“Okay.” Ilya rapped his knuckles at the desk and stood up. “Figure it out. Let me know.” 
“I–” Shane sat there stunned when Ilya turned on his heel and left just as quickly as he’d showed up. “Fuck.” 
From Jane: I don’t like it when you’re bossy.
From Lily: Yes, you do.
From Jane: Fuck off.
*****
“Coach Hollander.” Saturday was another game, another ridiculously entertaining, heartwarmingly cooperative half ice scrimmage between Shane’s girls and a visiting team, and when it was over, Louis came to the office and leaned against the door, folding his arms and tilting his head, tsking his tongue playfully disappointed, “I gave you my number, I thought you would call.” 
“Louis.” Shane paused writing November’s game and practice schedule on the oversized wall calendar, tapping the end of the marker at his palm awkwardly. “Hey. Yeah. Sorry about that. Busy week.” 
“No harm done, I get it, you have a lot going on.” Louis shrugged his broad shoulders. “But when Bailey asked me to come watch her game again, I thought maybe I’d take the chance to stop by and try for a second chance.” 
He raised his eyebrows, “You busy tonight?” 
“I am busy tonight, yeah.” Shane wasn’t busy. He also wasn’t interested. There was no real reason for him to not be interested in tall, dark, handsome and clearly available, but, “I appreciate the offer, but no thanks.” 
“Is it me?” Louis wasn't so much offended as he was legitimately surprised by the rejection. “Or is it Montbonne?” 
“What’s wrong with Montbonne?” Shane bristled immediately protective over the little town that had started feeling beautifully safe lately, and Louis shook his head, “Nothing’s wrong with Montbonne, but you know. Small town people, small town minds. Linda is real good about the whole gay thing, that’s why she wanted to introduce us, but I’m sure the rest of this place isn’t. So is it me you aren’t interested in? Or are you afraid this rustic little hovel will turn its back on you if you are seen out on a date with a man?” 
“I um–” Shane froze. “Well, it’s–” 
“I get it.” Louis waved him off. “I won’t pretend I’m not disappointed, but I get it. Text me if you ever change your mind, I will always be down to spend some time with the Shane Hollander.”
“The Shane Hollander.” Shane tried not to roll his eyes so hard. “Right. Sure. I’ll see you around.” 
“Bye.” Louis left, taking his man bun and designer flannel and expensive cologne with him and Shane went back to filling out the next month’s calendar, switching between different colored markers to specify practices versus games, marking down extra available ice time, crossing out the days Rachel was having the bleachers repaired so the rink would be shut down. 
Filling in the schedule was soothing. Calming. Visibly organizing the next four weeks of his life satisfied the part of his brain that needed structure, and Shane smiled at the big calendar when it was all filled in with color coordinated entries and neatly printed words, home games versus away games specified with an asterisk and notes under the practice times so parents would know what specific skills he planned to work on.
“Nerd.” Ilya was at the office door, both the girls' bags over his shoulder. “You are admiring your own calendar? Nerd.” 
“Fuck you. It’s a nice calendar.” Shane capped the marker then winged it towards the door, grinning when Ilya smacked it out of the air without even flinching. Ilya hadn’t stayed late after the week’s practices, he hadn’t come by early before the game to talk, but there’d been a few texts back and forth for the last few days, and Shane tentatively, definitely happy to see Ilya, even if Ilya was making fun of his damn calendar. “What are you still doing here?” 
“Waiting for you. Game is over, everyone is gone, come on Coach.” Ilya inclined his head towards the rink doors and the twins spinning around with their arms out wide, laughing and talking as they bumped into the walls and off one another. “Time to go.” 
“Yeah, alright.” Shane grabbed his coat and turned off the lights. “What are you guys up to–” 
“He is the one who asked you out last week?” Ilya cut in brusquely and Shane shoved his arms into his coat, then nodded, “Yeah. That’s him. Bailey’s uncle. Louis.” 
“Hm.” Ilya put a hand on Mariya’s head when they got close to the girls, stopping her mid turn and holding steady until her world quit tilting and she could take a step without falling over. “Did you say yes?” 
“Not that time.” Shane reached for Nadya and stopped her mid turn too, waiting for her to shake off the dizziness before letting go. “Not this time either.” 
“Why not?” Ilya knew he was setting himself up to be bitched at, he couldn’t imagine any scenario where he could ask about Shane’s dating life and not get hit with some insane level of angry sarcasm cos Shane sure as hell wasn’t going to joke about that sort of thing with him. Not yet and honestly, probably not ever. The topic of dating other people was probably always going to be a sore subject between them and Ilya damn well knew it. 
But he was a glutton for punishment and desperate for any sort of attention from Shane, so he prodded, “He is your type, yes? Tall, handsome, speaks French. Looks like he irons his jeans and folds his socks.”  
“Nah, that’s not really my type.” The girls zipped into their jackets and pushed through the double doors out into the late afternoon sunshine, and Shane waited until they were out of hearing range to raise his eyebrows right at Ilya, “Sure seems like your type though. Maybe you should ask him out.” 
“Maybe I will.” Ilya held the door open and tried not to smile so wide when Shane turned sideways into him to get past. “You still have his number?” 
“No, I threw it in the trash.” Shane locked the doors and rattled them to make sure they’d latched. “So good luck calling him or whatever.” 
Ilya kept smiling all the way through buckling the girls into the car and stashing their hockey bags in the back, and he was just starting to formulate an answer to Shane’s sass, when Shane cleared his throat and spoke up again, “Um, Ilya? When you get a sec–?” 
Ilya started the car and turned the heat up for the twins, then stepped back outside and over to where Shane was fidgeting with his keys, shuffling his feet, obviously stalling waiting to say something. 
“I wanted to uh,” Shane started, then stopped. Wet his lips and took a breath and started, “Before everything got–” then stopped. 
Ilya waited. Shane exhaled noisily and tried again, “Before the date. It was nice to know you again. Back when we were together before Vegas, I know we weren’t anything,” wince. “real. But we were friends. Texting and laughing about stupid shit and keeping each other company even when you were in Russia and I was in Montreal. It just uh–” 
He looked across the parking lot. Down at the keys in his hands. Over to the adjacent parking lot where a few families were leaving the bowling alley. “We were always fun and even though everything’s weird with us right now, it’s been nice to have some of that back again.” 
He nodded quickly. “It’s been nice to have you again. I missed–” Us. This. You. “I missed it.” 
“Yes.” Ilya’s whole frame softened beneath Shane’s stuttered confession, the ever present tightness in his chest easing once he knew Shane had felt the relief of reconnection between their sporadic texts and the more difficult conversations, too. Even when he didn’t know how Shane was going to react to something, even with the looming weight of Vegas and misunderstandings and apologies at their shoulders, even though Shane was angry and Ilya had no fucking idea how to fix it, he still looked forward to every single text from Jane, every single glance and tiny smile. 
Shane was being honest, so Ilya was honest right back, “Yes. Has been fun together again. I want to do more of that. We should be,” he started to hold out his hand, but thought better of the girls watching and dropped it back to his side. “We should be more like that.” 
“I’d like to.” Shane’s voice hitched maybe a bit emotional at the open eagerness from Ilya. “But first I need to get past the urge to run you over all the time. Cos I’m still mad. So.” 
“Okay.” Ilya couldn’t stop smiling. “When you are not tempted anymore by vehicular ah–” 
“Manslaughter.” Shane prompted and Ilya’s smile widened to a grin, “Vehicular manslaughter, yes. Let me know so we can start having fun again.” 
“I’ll… let you know.” 
*****
From Lily: I think is homicide if you want to kill me.
From Jane: What? 
From Lily: You said vehicular manslaughter. I think is vehicular HOMICIDE if intentional.
From Jane: Sorry, are you making sure I know exactly what I’ll be charged with the next time you piss me off?!
From Lily: Knowledge is power. 
From Jane: Jesus Christ. 
From Jane: So did you ask that guy out? Bailey’s uncle. Did you ask him out?
From Lily: Obviously no.
From Jane: Why obviously? 
From Lily: He is not my type. Too nice. I only like pretty boys when they are mean to me.
Shane rolled his eyes and put his phone away, refusing to put even a single second of thought into why he was so relieved Ilya hadn’t gone after Louis. 
He refused to put even a single second of thought into why he jumped to grab his phone again when it buzzed with another message from Lily. 
From Lily: I like your glasses. They look nice on you. Cute on freckles.
From Jane: What am I supposed to say to that?
From Lily: You don’t have to say anything . But we should talk more. So I am talking.
From Jane: Okay well. I like your butt and your fancy hair. 
From Lily: You think it’s fancy? I knew it. 
From Jane: Don’t push it. I’m still mad at you. 
From Lily: Hear me out.
From Lily: What if I show you my butt? Still mad? 
*Jane has notifications silenced*
*****
The weekend before Halloween, the highschool student council put together a masquerade ball for the annual fall festival dance, and Shane didn’t hesitate to say yes when he was asked to chaperone. 
It seemed like the neighborly thing to do, didn’t it? Everyone had come out to the cabin to help him with no questions asked, no expectations for repayment and nothing but kind words and funny stories and support, so yeah Shane was happy to chaperone a highschool dance. The cabin wasn’t home and Shane still hadn’t updated his mailing address away from the PO Box in Montreal, but Montbonne was community enough, he was part of it all enough to do neighborly things, right? 
Right. 
That and it wasn’t as if Shane had anything else going on for his Saturday nights, so why the hell not keep an eye on a group of teenagers in gaudy, glittery masks and Amazon ordered formal wear?
“Shane Hollander.” Ilya had been roped into chaperoning the dance too, and when he spotted Shane striding through the gym doors in a perfectly tailored, just snug enough to be interesting several thousand dollar suit, Ilya grabbed an extra glass of overly sweet punch and made his way across the scuffed floors and around the streamers and balloons to pop up at his side. “You look pretty.” 
“Thanks. You look--” Shane took the paper cup of punch and looked Ilya over from head to toe. “Well. I thought you said Svetlana threw all your slutty club rat clothes away. She let you keep the shirt though, huh?"  
Ilya choked on the neon red punch, sputtering and wiping his mouth, “This is vintage Jean Paul Gaultier!” 
“No, it’s nice.” Shane hid a smile behind a quick sip. “I just didn’t know the chaperones were supposed to wear costumes too.” 
“I cannot believe how much of an asshole you are now.” Ilya huffed at him. “Does everyone else know? Everyone must know. Everyone! Shane Hollander is a—!” 
“Nope, nope, stop.” Shane hushed him when the double doors were opened wide and propped up with signs so the high schoolers could start filing in. The music started, the overhead lights went down while colored spotlights and sparkling decor lit up the dance floor, and the room got loud with the cheers and excitement of the arriving teens. 
Beneath the cover of the shifting lights and rowdy music, Shane shifted his weight sideways and bumped against Ilya’s shoulder, then leaned another bit closer so he could keep his voice low, “I’m glad you’re here.” 
“Oh?” Ilya looked down at the near lack of space between their bodies, then around at the quickly filling gym. “Is this a mean girl trick?” 
“Mean girl trick?” Shane frowned at him. “What do you mean?” 
“Like if you are hot popular girl telling the weird girl she is cool.” Ilya stretched his fingers to lightly brush the back of Shane’s hand. “Then setting her up for a prank.” 
“Oh my god.” Shane rolled his eyes at him. “No. I’m not playing some mean girl trick on you. I’m glad you’re here. I mean it.” 
“Okay then. I’m glad you are here too. Is nice to see each other other than at practice. Nice to see you when you are not,” he cleared his throat theatrically, “bullying me.” 
“You told me to bring it on.” Shane reminded him with a carefully cautious smile and Ilya took a sip of the overly sugared punch, wincing when it burned saccharine sweet down his throat. “Yes, I did. You are still mad at me?” 
“Some days.” Shane admitted and Ilya only nodded, “Okay.” 
“Are you,” Shane wished he was brave enough to hold Ilya’s hand. Wished they were anywhere other than a crowded gym around a hundred nosy teenagers so he could hold Ilya’s hand. Wished he wasn’t terrified to ask, “Are you getting tired of waiting for me to figure my shit out yet?” 
“Nope.” Ilya moved his hand so their fingers brushed again, hooking their pinkies for one, two, three breathless seconds before letting go. “Keep bullying me. Keep talking. I’m a big dangerous boy, I can handle it.” 
“Big dangerous boy.” Shane looked down at the non distance between their hands, then up into Ilya’s blue eyes. “In the ugliest shirt I’ve ever seen?” 
“Asshole.” 
Chaperoning meant they couldn’t stand there next to each other all night trading barbs and checking each other out, so Shane started making his rounds at the edges of the gym and Ilya posted up at his assigned spot by the fire exit to make sure no kids tried to sneak out from the parent approved, community sponsored event. 
The dance was fun, for what it was. The teens were endearingly dedicated to masquerade-appropriate behavior with their costumes and pretending not to know one another’s names, everything was dazzled and feathered and glittered, the girls wore gaudy costume jewelry and most of the senior boys wore hilariously shaped fake mustaches as some sort of group inside joke. The punch was shockingly sweetened, the refreshment table groaning under the weight of chips and dip and dozens of desserts, and the songs blended together into one continuous belt of noise courtesy of an over enthusiastic DJ. 
The teens were having a great time, but the evening passed at a glacial pace for the chaperones. Ilya did a few laps around the gym and promptly had a headache, needed a cigarette, and was seriously considering shipping the twins away to a fucking convent when they turned thirteen so they’d never be at a highschool dance with some sweaty, twiggy teen boy trying to grind on them. 
Yikes. 
The lone bright spot in the tedious evening of community involvement was that thanks to the oscillating, multicolored, migraine inducing spotlights, no one could tell where Ilya was staring, so he didn’t have to take his eyes off Shane. It worked out, because he couldn’t take his eyes off Shane and it did swoopy, flip floppy, nervous things to Ilya’s heart when it sure seemed like Shane couldn’t take his eyes off him. 
Every time Ilya looked away from the teens on the dance floor to find Shane somewhere across the room, Shane was already looking at him. Whenever their paths crossed as they meandered their way around the gym, Shane had a quick smile and sometimes a quiet comment. When there was a break in the dancing to announce the winners of Best Costume and Cutest Couple, Shane brought water bottles and posted up at Ilya’s side like he couldn’t help but want to be close, and when Ilya unfolded his arms and dropped his hands so their fingers brushed, Shane didn’t move away, and fuck. 
Fuck. Chaperoning the dance was a peculiar sort of responsible torture, but the little moments and quick looks when Shane was friendly and almost flirty like maybe he’d worked through being pissed off and was reconsidering whether or not he wanted to be only parent and coach were amazing.
“You are chatty tonight.” Ilya hoped the music covered the petulantly jealous dip to his voice when Shane left a rather animated conversation with one of the teachers and came to stand by him for a minute. “Having fun over there?” 
“What, with Ms. Parker?” Shane slumped against the wall and rotated his messed up foot gingerly. He’d thought moving around during the dance would make the evening go faster, but all he’d gotten for the effort of taking laps was his knee twinging after walking on the unforgiving floor and his feet hurting cos he’d worn dress shoes along with his suit when he should have worn jeans and a hoodie and tennis shoes. “Yeah, she’s nice.” 
“You were speaking French?” Ilya pressed. “Looked cozy.” 
“It’s so damn loud in here, we either had to be right up close to each other or shout at the top of our lungs to be heard, that wasn’t cozy, it was frustrating.” Shane slanted him an annoyed look. “Don’t say we were speaking French like it means something weird. Most people here speak French, I’m surprised you haven’t learned it yet.”  
“I am still learning English.” Ilya muttered embarrassed, but Shane scoffed, “Your English is fine, what are you talking about?” 
“No, is still bad like before.” Ilya shook his head. “Should be better, but I only spoke Russian when I took care of Papa and when the girls were little, we spoke mostly Russian. Sveta taught the girls English and put them in preschools for English when we moved here, but I did not try very hard. I should have.” 
His lips twisted self consciously. “The girls speak better than me and Sveta is fluent. I think with my accent, I maybe sound stupid when I talk too much. So no, I do not want to learn French so I can sound stupid in another language. No.”
“You don’t sound stupid.” Shane sent him a sidelong glance. “And I like your accent. If you want to learn French, I could help you. I wouldn’t mind.” 
“I know enough French to kiss.” Ilya waggled his eyebrows and Shane’s face flushed dark red beneath the swirling lights. “Is enough for me. Want to test my accent for that?” 
“Fuck off.” Shane ducked his head to hide his grin, then sighed and straightened back up. “Gotta get back to it, I guess. I’m pretty sure one of the boys has a flask in his suit jacket and I’d be a pretty shitty chaperone if I let that pass." 
“Stay here.” Ilya tossed his empty water bottle in the trash. “Rest your leg. I will make rounds to make sure teens are behaving better than I used to at dances.” 
“Wow. Yeah, I bet you were a fucking menace at these things.” Shane laughed softly. “Thanks, Ilya.” 
He settled into the wall again to rest his knee, to watch the kids filing past the refreshment table, and to track Ilya through the room in the tackily expensive vintage shirt that managed to look amazing stretched across his shoulders and tucked in at his waist. Shane took advantage of the distance and flashing lights to stare the way he never let himself stare at practice or games or whenever he had to remind himself that Vegas had been planned, and Ilya had purposefully stayed away, and he was still fucking mad about it. 
Some days Shane had to actively remind himself he was still fucking mad about it. 
Most days lately, he just looked forward to the texts and shared smiles and reveled in how good it felt to smile again. 
*****
The dance started winding down at close to eleven p.m., slow songs playing one after the other to bring the adrenaline down to manageable levels, the refreshment table empty and the punch bowl dry. Most of the other chaperones were sitting down and chatting amongst themselves, the older teens were starting to look antsy to get out and to a no doubt alcohol fueled after party while the younger teens were shyly pairing off with whoever had caught their eye during the night. The floor was littered with glitter and feathers, more than a few pairs of high heels had been swapped for comfortable sandals, and right as the principal made an announcement for the last fifteen minutes, Shane’s phone buzzed with an incoming text. 
From Lily: Upstairs. 
Ilya had somehow slipped out of the gym without Shane even noticing, and Shane glanced around to make sure no one was paying attention, then finished his drink in a single gulp and hurried out the nearest door, making a beeline line for the wide set of stairs at the far end of the hall leading to the second floor classrooms. 
“Hollander.” Shane reached the top of the stairs and Ilya whistled to catch his attention, waving him down the hallway to a window and bench tucked into a gap between the lockers. “Here.” 
“You know, one of these days I’m not gonna come running whenever you snap your fingers.” Ilya was sitting at the very end of the bench, so Shane settled onto the other side, sitting sideways and undoing the buttons at his jacket so he could stretch his legs out and cross his ankles, the very tips of his shoes almost reaching Ilya’s thigh. “Or when you send a bossy one word text.” 
“Mm maybe.” Ilya wedged the window open a few inches and pulled his cigarettes from his pocket. “But would be a shame. It is so fun when you are a good boy.” 
“Shut up.” Shane rested his head against the wall, wrinkling his nose at the smell of tobacco. “You still smoke?” 
“Come on, sneaking away from dance to have cigarette in the hall?” Ilya held the cigarette close to the window and waved his other hand around the abandoned hall. “Is totally highschool thing to do.” 
“Not for me.” Shane maintained. “I never smoked. Not once in my entire life.” 
“I guess I am cooler than you.” Ilya grinned when Shane huffed at him, and bent down to blow the smoke out the window. “You went to dances in high school?” 
“No, never.” Shane denied. “I hated high school.” 
“Why?” 
“I didn’t get it. Didn’t see the point of it.” The music from the gym wafted up the stairs to their little hideaway, the words indecipherable but the melody familiar and beat slow, a love song, maybe a ballad, something meant to keep people dancing close and conversations quiet. Shane hummed along with a few notes, then explained, “High school was like– it felt like everyone was playing a part, right? Like a stage production where everyone had a script and knew their lines and had it all memorized. Everyone except me. I...didn't. I couldn’t. I felt like I was pretending every goddamn day, but everyone else was pretending better so I was always a little bit behind on the joke or something.” 
He leaned over to look down the long line of identical lockers, the coordinating colors and closed doors with their matching hardware, the decorated signs on the walls, the scuffed floor and worn carpet.
“I couldn’t wait to be gone.” Shane settled back onto the bench with a little shrug. “I couldn’t wait to escape and get to the part of my life where I wasn’t pretending all the time.” 
“Hockey.” Ilya guessed and Shane’s mouth tilted in a smile, “Yeah. Being on the ice. I memorized press conference answers and figured out how to deal with the publicity, but playing? I don’t have to pretend. It just works. I get on the ice, get a stick in my hands and a puck in front of me and everything falls right into place. It’s always…” 
He sighed. Swallowed. “It used to be perfect. All the time.” 
“You still feel like that?” Ilya knocked some ash out the window. Nudged his leg sideways enough to bump into Shane’s shoe. “Like you are pretending if you are not playing. Faking and trying to catch up all the time.” 
“No. Not here.” Shane hadn’t realized it was true until right then when he said it out loud. “Not now, at least. When I first moved to Montbonne, yeah. It felt like I was scrambling trying to figure out what I was supposed to do, but no, not anymore. Not with the girls. Feels like I can finally fucking breathe again after months of like–” 
Belatedly Shane realized he’d been running his mouth rambling, and he winced self consciously. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to drag that out." 
“No, is okay.” Ilya took a deep drag of the cigarette and motioned for Shane to keep going. “Keep talking. Tell me.” 
“Okay.” Shane studied him for a minute, then changed the subject to ask very softly, “Why didn’t you tell me when you moved back? You’ve been back for years and you didn’t say anything to me.” 
“Shane–” 
“No, I get that it felt like cheating when you were still married.” Soft soft soft, Shane almost whispered it into the empty hall, past the cold breeze winding in from the window and the hushed music from downstairs. “I get that. But what about after? When you split up? It’s been over a year since the divorce, and you saw the game, you saw me get hurt, you had to know I was sitting there freaking out cos I couldn’t play anymore but you– you didn’t say anything. Why not?” 
Ilya turned his head to exhale out the window and smoke clouded up over his face, obscuring his profile and the sharp line of his jaw while he thought through his answer. 
Finally, “I thought if I texted or called.” his throat moved when he swallowed. “You would be mad like you are mad now. And if you were not mad, then I thought it had been too much time, you were moved on.”
He turned to look at him, eyes sad and serious. “We were not out back then. Not official. Not dating. You were important to me and yes, five years was everything, but really we were nothing. I thought you moved on and I was a hook up from years and years ago, so not someone you would leave wife or girlfriend or boyfriend for. So what, we would maybe have a drink and dinner? Catch up once and never talk again? I would not want that.” 
Ilya sniffed, rubbing at his nose. “I would always want more than that with you. So it was easier to stay away than to text and be told no. Or be told you forgot me. Or have to see you happy with wife and picket fence and beautiful children.” 
He smiled tired and resigned and like he’d had the same conversion with himself a hundred different times, “I am not a good enough person to see you in that life and be happy for you, Shane. I know that. Was easier and safer to stay away. 
“Pussy.” Shane muttered and Ilya nodded, “Yes. I was scared. But tell me. If I did text and want to see you when me and Svetlana divorced. Would you have said yes then?” 
“I don’t know.” Shane hated that he didn’t know. “Maybe. I want to say I’d be polite enough to meet for drinks and at least catch up, but maybe not. I don’t know.” 
“And I would not want fake and polite Shane Hollander.” Ilya shrugged. “So it does not matter, hm?” 
“No. I guess not.” 
“I watched all your games, Shane.” Ilya ground out his cigarette and dropped the butt in the nearby trash can. “Every single one. I kept your messages. All of them. Yes, I was scared and was easier to stay away, but I still wished you were close. I didn’t text or call or find you, I didn’t think I was allowed or welcome to do that, but I wanted to. Maybe that does not mean anything to you, maybe is not enough for you to not be mad at me anymore, but it was all I thought I could have. You understand?” 
“I understand.” Shane understood. “But I don’t know if that’s enough for me to forgive you all the way yet.” 
“Okay. I will keep waiting.” The music changed downstairs as the dance came down to its final few minutes and Ilya stood up from the bench, “Want to dance?” 
“Dance.” Shane repeated blankly. “Right here? What if someone comes up and sees us? No way, that’s not a good–” 
“Shane.” Ilya shook his head, “We are not scared kids anymore. Not stupid rookies hiding in hotel rooms. No one is looking and no one cares, is okay to do what we want now. And I want to dance with you.”
He held his hand out, palm up and fingers curled coaxing, “Do you want to dance with me?”
“Fuck.” Shane clenched his fists open and closed, open and closed. “Fuck. Yeah. Okay. I do want to dance with you.” 
“Come on.” 
Ilya pulled Shane up from the bench, careful without being obvious about it as he made sure there was enough space for Shane to untangle his legs and find his footing, enough room that he wouldn’t bump into the bench and twinge painful at his knee and foot. They fumbled a little trying to figure out who would lead, hands knocking and shoes bumping until Ilya got his hand at Shane’s waist and linked their fingers together close to his heart and all Shane had to do was lean into him and follow.
All Shane had to do was sink into him and let Ilya lead, and as Ilya moved them slowly swaying to the faint music, Shane closed his eyes and let himself fall. 
He tucked in to Ilya’s shoulder, knotting his fingers in the silky shirt and hiding his face in the curve of Ilya’s neck so his lashes fluttered featherlight at Ilya’s skin with blink and he could feel Ilya’s heartbeat pick up faster faster racing against his lips. Ilya made a quiet, wondering noise low in his throat and folded in around Shane, spreading his hand wide at the small of Shane’s back to hug him close and settling his other palm at the base of Shane’s neck, tangling his fingers in the ends of Shane’s hair and holding him tight. 
“Shanychka…” he murmured and Shane nodded against him, not sure exactly what the variation on his name meant but shaken right down to his core by Ilya whispering it like he was awestruck by the whole thing.
They fit into each other easily, perfectly, notched in matching without a second thought. Ilya rubbed slow circles at Shane’s back with his nose turned into Shane’s hair and Shane knew if he lifted his head, Ilya would kiss him. He knew if he pulled back even a little bit, Ilya would lean down and kiss him. The knowing of it loomed large and a little bit terrifying, so Shane didn’t lift his head and Ilya didn’t push, and the song kept playing so they kept swaying slow dancing in the empty hall. 
Eventually the music faded away to nothing, and a few seconds of silence reigned before the high schoolers downstairs started clapping and laughing, all the gymnasium doors opening to release the kids into the hallway and parking lot as the dance ended and the night was officially over. 
Ilya loosened his hold at Shane’s waist regretfully, letting go slowly, lingering as long as he dared before dropping his hands all the way down. 
“So um.” Shane folded his arms against the sudden chill in the hallway, shivering almost trembling as the lack of heat from Ilya’s body around him, the cool night air from the open window and the emotional shock of distance left him freezing cold. “What do we do now?” 
“Now we go to crappy hotel room and get drunk on cheap, shitty vodka.” Ilya laughed when he really wanted to drag his hands through his hair and curse over the evening ending, then drag Shane back into his arms and beg for the night to not be over. “Have clumsy awkward sex. Full high school dance experience.”
“And here I thought I was missing out on something great about high school dances all these years.” Shane returned dryly. “Clumsy awkward sex fueled by shitty vodka? I think I’ll pass." 
“Shane.” Ilya made up his mind in an instant, decided the night couldn’t be over until they talked about one more thing, and stepped back into Shane’s space with a hand at his waist and his fingers at Shane’s cheek, sliding down to cup his chin and hold him. “Listen to me now, please.” 
“What are you doing?” Shane didn’t fight the hand at his chin and he didn’t pull away from Ilya’s grip at his waist, but he did shake his head, trying to get ahead of whatever was coming so they didn’t ruin their dance with another disastrous conversion. “Ilya, we don’t have to– it’s been a fun night, we don’t need to–” 
“Poslushay menya.” Ilya hushed him. “Listen. I am sorry, okay? I am sorry. Let me say it so this time you will hear me and believe me.” 
“Ilya.” Shane couldn’t look away with Ilya holding his chin, so he grabbed for Ilya’s shirt pleadingly, tugging at the soft material so Ilya would relent. “It was a long time ago and I understand, okay? I told you I understand and yeah, some days I’m still a little mad but I’ll get over it. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t have to matter. We can move on and be okay with–” 
“What if it did though?” Ilya swept his thumb at Shane’s jaw. “What if we let it matter?” 
“I don’t– I don’t um–” it was abruptly too hot in the hallway and Shane was sweating. “Ilya, we don’t have to do this tonight. We can talk tomorrow, or–” 
Ilya moved forward, and Shane accommodated moving backwards without thinking, following the barely there pressure of Ilya’s hand at his waist without even realizing until his back hit the lockers on the other side of the hall and he was effectively pinned in between the unforgiving metal and the bulk of Ilya’s body. 
“What are you doing?” Shane didn’t fight it. He shivered past the brush of fingers down his throat and shifted his weight into the heat of Ilya’s palm, keeping his eyes down cos eye contact was too much right then. “What– why–” 
“I will be very honest right now, okay?” Ilya didn’t let him hide, lifting Shane’s chin until he found his eyes again. “You will listen.” 
“I–” Shane swallowed. “Okay.” 
“I did not kiss you goodbye in Vegas because I was scared I would stay if you asked.” 
“...wh-what?” 
“Listen.” Softer. Ilya rested their foreheads together and traced the shape of Shane’s mouth with the very tips of his fingers. “I did not want to leave you. I did not want to go home. I decided in Sochi yes, but I knew if I told you, if I let you in, then I would change my mind. If you asked me to stay, I would. I did not kiss you because it would break me.” 
“Ilya.” 
“You maybe would have come up with some twelve step, ten year plan to fix everything because you are smart.” Ilya said quietly. “Or maybe you would have told me to go, that it was right thing to do and maybe you would have been proud of me. But first you would look at me very sad, and I would have to kiss you, and then I would change my mind.” 
“So you planned to make me angry instead?” Shane was holding onto Ilya’s shirt again, pinching it between his fingers. “That was better than risking me being sad?” 
“You did not do what I thought you would.” Ilya allowed himself the briefest dotted kiss at Shane’s temple before putting their foreheads back together and closing his eyes, losing himself in the memory of Vegas. “I thought you would push me away in the bathroom, but you stayed. I thought you would ignore text about penthouse, but you came to find me. You said yes to strip show, yes to showing off for me, bozhe moy, you were so good and did everything I asked and then you asked for me. Then you needed me. And it–” 
He exhaled shakily. “It was okay for me to be fucked up for leaving you. That was my choice, my fault. But I did not want you to be sad, so I tried to leave you angry. I thought you would be mad and quit me, thought you would delete my number and erase me, but you didn’t. You kept texting and I kept saving them.” 
“I cannot change it. How it happened or what I did.” Ilya’s voice cracked with regret. “And I am sorry.” 
“Ilya—”
“I did not kiss you goodbye in Vegas.” he set his thumb to the corner of Shane’s mouth, notching in closer to Shane’s body until they were sharing air, noses bumping, lips only an inch apart. “Is not a mistake I want to ever make again.” 
Closer. Quieter. “I do want to be friends with you, Shane Hollander. Real friends like we were before, and better than we were before, but I do not want to be only friends. I want to see you and be with you and kiss you goodbye every time I can. Is that okay?” 
“Holy shit, Ilya.” Shane whispered and Ilya whispered back, “Tell me no and I will not say it again. We will be only friends. Or only parent and coach if that is what you want. Is up to you. Tell me no and I will stop bothering you. I promise. 
“I– I um–” 
“No?” 
“…yes.” Faintly. “Yes, Ilya. Kiss me goodbye.” 
“Come here then.” Ilya fit his hand around Shane’s throat and drew him in to cover him in a slow, solid kiss. Shane cursed stunned into the first press of lips and knotted his fingers into Ilya’s shirt, pulling him closer and holding him tight, but Ilya didn’t deepen the kiss, didn’t push it long, didn’t try to sweep his hand low at Shane’s ass or tighten his grip at Shane’s throat to make him gasp and open. 
Ilya kissed him slow and solid and sweet, then pulled away to murmur, “Thank you for dance.” before wiping Shane’s mouth gently and letting go, backing up, turning around to leave. “Goodnight, Shanychka.” 
“G-goodnight, Ilya.” Shane thunked his head against the locker, set shaky fingers at his lips and closed his eyes, biting at his bottom lip so he wouldn’t do something stupid like laugh out loud overwhelmed by it all. “Holy shit.” 
Then he did laugh a little, just quietly to himself in the empty hall with both hands over his mouth and a blush burning dark red into his cheeks, skin prickling and heart pounding and a goofy smile stretching at his face. “Oh holy shit.” 
**** 
From Lily: Is okay if you are still mad at me. Can I have time to figure out how to make it better?
From Jane: How much time?
From Lily: I won’t stop trying until you tell me to.
From Jane: … okay.
*****
Chapter Notes: 
Things I love about this Chapter:
Ilya calling Shane out on lying via a planned speech. To be fair, Shane wasn’t lying, he was trying to “logic” his way through the emotions so he wouldn’t collapse trying to cope with them (same girl, same) and yes, he DOES understand Ilya’s pov and the reality/reasons of what happened but he’s also not ACTUALLY dealing with it.  
I love David. He’s so aware of Shane’s struggles with Big Feelings and has such good, patient advice while Yuna’s like “smack the guy and move on.” Them both knowing Shane is probably gay but waiting until he’s ready to talk about it is so supportive and great. 
Ilya bullying Shane into being a Bitchy Queen. Shane internalizes so much, so even if he’s being mean at least he’s TALKING and eventually he’ll be able to say Real Important Things. 
“Not in your house!” “Not in my house!” Protect goalie!Nadya at all costs, she’s precious. 
Shane being chatted up by some objectively hot French guy and thinking “huh he’d be great for someone else” because his Whole Type is only Ilya so it doesn’t occur to him to pay attention to anyone else. Sorry for the broken hearts scattered across Canada, Shane is oblivious and unbothered. 
Honorable mention for the working on the cabin scene. Shane's been in survival mode for so long, he legit doesn't know what to do when help and companionship is offered in the framework of friendship and community vs a transaction (therapist) or responsibility (his parents and Hayden). 
Ilya in therapy because he knows he can’t get through life how he always did without affecting his girls and he is DETERMINED to be a better person/Dad for the twins. He chose to get help to save/change himself for the sake of the people he loves and that’s so beautiful. 
Love love the dance. Big Feelings for them getting chances to have those dorky innocent early dating experiences together. Plus the distance in this chapter with most communication being via text then suddenly they are holding each other, quiet and private and sharing a kiss??
Shane pretending in school, faking social interactions, thinking everyone else was better prepared for the ‘role’ they play… hi, it’s me. Getting diagnosed and learning the word “masking” was quite literally life changing for me. Goes hand in hand with trying to “logic” through intense emotions vs dealing with them.
Ilya admitting that texting Shane would have felt like cheating, and that he knows he’d never be happy for Shane/settle for catching up and moving on because he will always want more. He never stopped loving Shane even for a second. When he’s like “here are the ways I never let you go, I realize it’s not enough for you forgive me, but it’s all I let myself have.” OW PAIN straight through the heart. 
The mutual awareness that what’s done is done and the past can’t be fixed… sometimes life is just like that. Love Shane repeatedly verbalizing his anger and Ilya repeatedly acknowledging it, Shane is still processing and Ilya is willing to wait but neither of them can keep their eyes or hands or lips off each other so yes, still some work to do but they’re going to get nekkid in between the difficult conversations because it’s what they (and us!) deserve. 
Coming Up! It's Halloween, and the boys share a very sweet late night moment.
Thanks for reading!






      

  












      Chapter 6: Halloween (never have we ever...)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: The girls completely steal the show, they are so fun








  Shane wasn’t in his office after Monday practice, and Ilya frowned at the empty room, frowned out at the empty ice, frowned when he looked around the rink and didn’t see Shane at all. 
Where in the hell…?
“Ilya?” Shane ducked his head to get out from under the support braces on the far set of bleachers and paused confused when he saw Ilya looking wholly lost, turning in searching circles in front of his office. “Uh hey. What are you doing?” 
“What are you doing?” Ilya squinted at the elbow length gloves Shane was wearing, and the trashbag clutched in his fist. “You are picking up trash?” 
“Yeah, I guess the maintenance guy was sick over the weekend and the high schoolers left a big mess.” Shane held up the trash bag as explanation. “I figured if I was here, I’d pick some of it up.” 
“Okay. And these.” Ilya mimed up to his elbow. “Bright yellow hazmat gloves because…?” 
“It’s trash, Ilya.” Shane said flatly. “I’m not gonna pick it up without gloves, that’s gross.” 
Then belatedly, with a quick look around the rink, “Where are the girls? I thought you guys left like ten minutes ago.” 
“We saw Rachel when we were leaving.” Ilya wandered closer to the bleachers, pushing his sleeves up to his elbows and holding out his hand for the trash bag. “She needed help carrying boxes to the bowling alley and the girls wanted to help refill the prize cabinet display. Rachel said she would text when they were done.” 
“Prize cabinet display, huh?” Oh, Ilya was using the time to come back over and see Shane, maybe to kiss him goodbye like he’d done at the dance. The thought made Shane’s heart race, then made him feel like a whole idiot for getting flustered over the idea of a potential kiss, so he decidedly ignored that train of thought and shoved the garbage bag towards Ilya. “So what are the odds the girls come home with ten pounds of random useless arcade prize junk after this?” 
“Fuck.” Ilya’s eyes went briefly, widely panicked. “I will trip over the slinkies they put on stairs and break my neck.”  
“The stuffed animals will fall apart after a day and the girls will cry.” Shane kept picking up trash, stepping onto the first bleacher and bending down to scoop up discarded soda cans. “The weird off brand dolls will break and you’ll have tiny plastic body parts all over the house. At the very least, Rachel is gonna give them a bunch of candy and you’ll have to deal with that all night.” 
“Eh. Maybe I will leave them in arcade overnight, let them sleep it off.” Ilya kept step with Shane down the length of the bleachers, holding out the bag obediently for every piece of trash. “They can survive on cotton candy and popcorn, yes?” 
“Nadya would be fine, but Mariya would get upset about the different colors of cotton candy mixed together in those bags.” Shane cracked a smile, and Ilya shot him a curious look, “You know about Masha being picky with food?” 
“I noticed it, yeah.” Mariya divided her fruit snacks by color and only ate one piece at a time. The day one of the parents brought baggies of trail mix to share, she’d stared down at the mixed up pile like it was the worst thing she’d ever seen. Nadya ate popcorn with both hands, cramming buttery salty pieces into her mouth as fast as she could, while Mariya stopped to wipe her hands on a napkin or paper towel or her shirt between every bite. 
Shane had noticed because when he ate candy, he separated it by color too. Trail mix, chex mix, even granola bars with too many ingredients were visually frustrating and a textural nightmare. Popcorn was a no go for teeth and gum reasons, for mess reasons, for butter and salt and calorie reasons. Shane had noticed and he chuckled about Mariya hating the mixed up bags of swirled through cotton candy, but really, he felt the same way. 
Ilya chuckled too, then tucked that little bit of information, the reminder of how much Shane cared about the twins way down deep in his heart for safekeeping. 
Huh. 
“They’re funny.” Shane moved up a row on the bleachers and Ilya moved up too, staying one below him so it was easier to catch the trash. “All the girls on the team are, but the twins are really funny. I dunno if they actually mean to be funny or if they’re just figuring out enough of the world to have a natural sense of humor but it’s great.” 
“I think is natural.” The row didn’t have as much trash, and Ilya stepped up another bench when Shane did so they could keep working. “Seven years old, they are funny. Learning how to be real people but they see the world from their height.” he mimed their height with his hand. “And it looks different so they talk different about it.” 
“But also.” he grimaced when Shane dropped an unfortunately nacho-cheese covered paper plate in the bag. “Twins are weird. Two halves of same soul. Nadya and Mariya are very different but still same person. They finish sentences and thoughts and copy motions without even trying. I think they are extra funny because their brains are on same loop.” 
He made a looping motion around his head. “They are chaos goblins. Mirror each other and feed off each other. Me and Sveta never know what they will say or do next.” 
“I think they’re great.” Shane said quietly, honestly. “But I’m probably biased cos they’re your kids and I like you alot most days.” 
“Most days.” Ilya scoffed, tucked that way down deep with all the other good things Shane had started saying out loud, then followed Shane up another bleacher and asked, “Did you ever want kids?” 
“I never thought about it.” Shane chucked a couple empty Sprite bottles in the trash. “All I ever wanted to do was play hockey, and at some point I wanted to be with you, so nothing else mattered." 
“Be with me?” Ilya latched onto that, and Shane hurried to clarify, “You know. In between games and practices and training. I had hockey and hooking up with you sometimes. That was it. I was too busy to think about kids.” 
“What about after?” 
“After what?”
“After. After retiring. Before you moved here.” Ilya shook the bag to push down the pile of trash so Shane could keep adding to it. “Did you think then you would have time for family? Settle down with a nice girl, have kids, get a house with picket fence. And do not say the Walmart brand thing again. that is stupid. I am serious.” 
“Then seriously no.” No. Shane shook his head adamantly. “All I thought about between retiring and moving here was how mad I was that I had to quit. Nothing about getting hurt and retiring felt like a relief. Or– or a chance. It felt like a fucking punishment. I wasn’t thinking about starting a family and settling down, I was thinking about everything I didn’t have anymore. Everything I lost."
“Hm.” The misery in Shane’s voice made Ilya’s chest ache, and he was quiet a moment as they clomped down off the bleachers with a full bag of trash.
“Besides.” Shane took a deep breath, peeled off the elbow length gloves and dropped them in the trash bag. “If I wanted to do the whole white picket fence, cute house, kids and nice girl thing, I’d actually have to be into girls.” 
He took another deep breath. Scratched his brow. “And I’m not. At all. So.” 
Ilya’s jaw dropped at how casually Shane had come out to him. “Shane–” 
“If you take that out to the dumpster, I’ll replace the bags.” Shane kept talking, kept moving, didn’t give himself or Ilya a chance to linger and expand on what he’d just admitted out loud for the very first time in his life. “Thank you.” 
“Yes.” Ilya didn’t push it. “Okay. Be right back.”  
From Rachel: We are done filling the prize cabinet, but the girls wanted to play air hockey so I gave them some tokens.
From Ilya Rozanov: I will be there in two minutes to pick them up. Thank you.
“Shane.” Ilya stopped in the bathroom to wash his hands, then went to find Shane again. “Shane?” 
“Right here.” Shane came from the locker room with a handful of items to add to the lost and found in the lobby. “Are the girls done helping Rachel?” 
“Yes, I have to go.” Ilya waited for Shane to drop everything into bin, then motioned him in hopefully, “Can I kiss you goodbye?” 
“Sure.” Yes. Shane gulped, plucking at the seam of his sweats nervously. Yes yes yes, please. “Uh yeah. That’s– that’s okay.” 
“Come here then.” Ilya met Shane halfway through the lobby and slid his hands around to hold Shane’s waist, knotting his fingers into the thick hoodie material and using it as leverage to pull Shane into a slow kiss. 
Shane came willingly, came eagerly, Ilya barely tugged at him and Shane jolted forward with lips pursed, his hands automatically going to Ilya’s arms to hold his biceps and kiss him right back. 
“Mmmm…” Ilya forced himself to break the kiss after a few too short seconds. He left a there and gone flick of his tongue at the seam of Shane’s lips so he could hear Shane groan for it, then Ilya pulled away, leaning back with his eyes open so he could see if Shane chased it, and yes Shane chased the kiss, swaying forward with his eyes still closed and lashes fluttering and lips parted waiting for more. 
“Do skoroy vstrechi, Shanychka.” Ilya was tempted to give more, take, more, have more, but he said good-bye instead, pressed at Shane’s waist then took a step away. “See you soon.” 
“Okay. Yep. Bye.” Shane rubbed the back of his hand over his mouth where his lips still tingled, then went to get his jacket and lock the office, scolding himself quietly, "Get it together Hollander. It’s just a kiss. You;re in your thirties and you’re still sort of mad at that guy, so keep it together.” 
*****
Ilya texted that night as he was making dinner, leaving the chicken to saute for a few minutes so he could ask,
From Lily: When did you know? 
From Jane: About what?
From Lily: About not liking girls.  
From Jane: Maybe always. Definitely recently.
From Lily: Why? How did you figure it out? Was it VERY recently? 
From Jane: What do you mean VERY recently? Are you trying to get me to say your dick cured me of any lingering heterosexuality? 
Ilya laughed out loud, then checked over his shoulder to make sure the twins were still ensconced in their math homework and weren’t going to come barreling in nosy and invasive about why he was laughing. 
From Lily: I was not trying to get you to say that. But you should say it anyway. 
From Jane: Fuck off.
From Lily: When? 
From Jane: It doesn’t matter. I just know. Now. 
From Lily: Okay. 
Sitting in the cabin with a half eaten grilled cheese mostly abandoned on his plate, Shane jumped startled when his phone rang unexpectedly. 
“Hey.” The caller ID said Lily and Shane hesitated one ring, two rings, three rings before picking up. “Why are you calling me?” 
“So I have much better chance with you than I thought?” Ilya shook the bottle of coconut milk before dumping it into the pan with the chicken, then switched spoons to stir the rice. “If you are not into girls, then I do not have to worry about the moms at practice flirting with you. And there is maybe two men in town who are better looking than me, so my odds with you are pretty good, yes?” 
“Um.” Shane bit into the inside of his cheek to try and counter a goofy wide smile. “I mean, you would think so, but actually… no.”
“Oh, you wound me.” Ilya gasped theatrically and Shane rolled his eyes, “Yeah, right.” 
“Shot through the heart.” Ilya pulled bowls from the cupboard and started dishing up the stir fry, sighing mournfully, “And you are to blame.” 
“Really? Quoting Bon Jovi lyrics?”  
“Shane Hollander, you give love a bad name.” 
“Maybe.” Shane ran a hand through his hair, then ran it over his face, around to rub and squeeze at the back of his neck. “But uh– we were never in love. So.” 
“Hm.” Ilya’s voice went very soft. “If you say so.” 
*****
From Coach Hollander: Hey everyone. Since Halloween is tomorrow (Thursday) I am going to cancel practice so the girls can attend the fall festival at the school and go trick or treating. 
From Coach Hollander: We do have a game on Saturday night. I will be at the rink during Open Ice time from 12p–2pm if any of the girls want to come by and get some practice in beforehand. Otherwise, I’ll see everyone Saturday night for the game. 
From Coach Hollander: Have a safe and fun Halloween. 
Shane sent the text to the team group chat, then scrolled down to the text chain with Lily and hovered over the messages, debating whether or not to initiate a conversation, whether or not to check in.
They hadn’t seen each other since the good-bye kiss on Monday and had only texted a few times in the two days since. That wasn't really any less than they usually texted, the messages had been casual and teasing and normal, and there wasn’t any valid reason why Shane couldn’t text and initiate another round of conversation, but there also wasn't really a valid reason why he should text and initiate another round of conversation. 
Except of course, Shane wanted to.
“Fuck.” Shane wanted to do what Ilya did, when Shane sent team group messages but Ilya chose to respond separately in the Jane-Lily chain so they could talk about the team thing, then talk about non-team things and usually end up flirting and laughing and texting for another hour.
He wanted to text something that would reiterate the team chat information, while also implying hinting that he was bummed they wouldn’t have an easy chance to see one another until the end of the week. 
Shane wanted to talk to Ilya. That was all there was to it. He hadn’t stopped thinking about their dance and Ilya taking every opportunity to spend more time with him, even if it was picking up trash after practice or turning a text conversation into a phone call so they could hear each other laugh. He hadn’t stopped thinking about Ilya being vulnerable and honest and asking permission when it came to good-bye kisses and oh hell, Shane hadn’t stopped thinking for a single fucking second about Ilya crooning a Russian variation of his name in that deep, dark, tone of voice…
Fuck. 
From Jane: What are the girls dressing up as for Halloween this year?
Shane chewed at his thumbnail, bouncing his knee as he waited for Ilya to reply. It was a nothing text. Bland enough that his feelings wouldn’t be hurt if Ilya didn’t respond, casual enough to open a conversation, nothing close to as intense as admitting he didn’t want to wait another three days to see Ilya.
Sure, Shane was curious about what the girls had picked for costumes, but he’d hear all about it at the game on Saturday so he didn’t need to text and– 
“Ilya.” Shane picked up on the first ring when his phone lit up with an incoming call. “Hey.” 
“Hi.” Ilya’s voice was tinny and hollow and distant, his phone obviously on speaker. “I’m glad you called.” 
“I didn’t call.” Shane couldn’t help snarking. “I texted and you called. Which is annoying, by the way. What if I was too busy to talk on the phone?” 
“Don’t pretend you have fancy engaging social life, Shane, I know you are always boring, never busy.” The echo over the speaker made Ilya's laugh sound weird. “Besides. If you were busy, you would not have picked up.” 
“Maybe I was being polite.” Shane defended and Ilya snorted, “Okay Polite Guy, hang up then.” 
Shane didn’t hang up. Ilya gave it fifteen seconds before clicking his tongue. “Is what I thought. I am still glad to talk to you, even if you are annoying.” 
“Fuck off, you’re annoying.” 
“No, I am busy.” A noisy clatter emphasized the statement. “But I still want to talk to you. Do you want to talk to me?” 
Yes yes yes, Shane thought. He settled on, “Obviously.” then added “What are you doing right now?” 
“Icing cookies for tomorrow.” The echoing speaker phone call and background noise made more sense once Shane realized Ilya was at the bakery. “My hands are too messy to text so phone call is easier. Or FaceTime. Do you want to FaceTime?” 
“Uh, no.” Shane didn’t want to FaceTime. He’d been cleaning house all day in his torn up sweats and an ancient McGill sweatshirt, and it was hard enough not to trip over his words on a phone call, he certainly didn’t need to be self conscious about how he looked when Ilya always looked good and probably looked even better than usual in an apron and surrounded by sprinkles and what, with a little bit of icing on his cheek or something? 
Fuck. Shane wanted to see Ilya, but he definitely didn’t want to spontaneously FaceTime when he felt less than.
“No.” he decided. “I don’t wanna FaceTime. This is fine. Um. What are the girls dressing up as for Halloween?” 
“Masha is Anxiety Barbie.” A mixer clicked on with a low whir. “The nervous character from Inside Out, but with pink shoes and pink jewelry and pink purse because Barbie. Nadyushka is Ghostface killer.” 
“Wait.” Shane turned up the volume on his phone, trying to hear better. “Wait, Mariya is Barbie themed and Nadya is a horror movie character?” 
“Is always the quiet ones you have to worry about.” 
“That’s amazing.” Shane loved that the twins were very much their own individual people, and that Ilya let them be different, “So they never do like, twin costumes?” 
“They were Thing 1 and Thing 2 as babies.” A rush in the background like mass amounts of sprinkles being shaken out all at once. “Last year they were the twins from the Shining. Stood at the top of the stairs and whispered things down at me.”
“Oh, Jesus Christ.” A startled laugh burst out of him. “What the fuck?”
“I fussed at Sveta for buying those costumes, yes. I told her she cannot buy costumes when she does not live in the same house as the creepy consequences.” Clatter. Cookie sheets. “But this year, the girls wanted to be different characters.”
“I bet they’re gonna look great.” Shane picked at a worn spot on his sweats. “Do you dress up?”
“No, all my costume picks are slutty and I am too much of a Dad to wear those sort of things anymore.” 
“Slutty.” Shane echoed half skeptically, half curiously, and the mixer turned up a speed as Ilya listed off, “Gladiator. Doctor. Judge. Hockey player.”
“Those are normal costumes.” Shane’s eyebrows rose a little imagining Ilya as a gladiator, but he maintained, “They aren’t slutty at all.” 
“They are when I wear them.” 
“Oh my god.” 
The conversation stalled as the noise in the bakery got louder, and Shane tried to picture exactly what Ilya was doing. He thought it would be nice maybe, to hang out some time in the bakery while Ilya wore an apron and rifled through his ultra satisfyingly coordinated sprinkle cupboard to create beautiful, tasty things. Maybe it would be warm so close to the big ovens, maybe it would be cozy if the shop was closed and it was only them hanging out, maybe it would be easy for Shane to spend time face to face with this new version of Ilya who chose therapy and chose to be better for his girls and was choosing him, choosing time together and choosing to ask for goodbye kisses.
Maybe.
“You are volunteering at community carnival?” The noise shut off abruptly and Ilya’s voice changed, sounded closer and dropped lower like he’d gone into a different room and taken the phone off speaker. “What is your costume?”
“I wasn’t asked to volunteer, so I’m not going to dress up.” Shane never dressed up for Halloween. He never went to Halloween parties or harvest festivals or autumns fairs either. He didn’t eat candy, didn’t drink enough alcohol to matter, being the only sober one at a venue full of liquored up adults was never fun and attending the fairs and festivals had always felt pointless without someone to share it with, so no, “I’m staying home.”
“Boooooo.” Ilya blew a raspberry into the phone. “Boring.”
“Well.” Shane picked picked picked at the worn spot. “Are you going to the carnival? Because if you and the girls are going, then maybe— maybe I’ll go too.” breathe breathe breathe. “We could meet up. Might be fun.”
“Could be very fun.” Ilya clicked his tongue regretfully. “But I am taking the girls to Boston to see Svetlana. Her work sponsors a trick or treat event every year and the girls love it. We are skipping school tomorrow to fly to Boston.” 
“Oh.” Oh. Shane jolted up off the couch and started pacing around the living room like the sudden change in position would do anything to stop his heart from plummeting towards his feet disappointed. “Right. Okay. That sounds nice for you guys. Yeah.” 
It wasn’t a rejection. Ilya hadn’t turned him down. Pre-existing family-centric plans absolutely took precedence over a half assed, last minute suggestion to meet up at a community sponsored event. Ilya not telling Shane about the Boston plans didn’t mean anything, it wasn’t Shane’s business and even if it was Shane’s business, he couldn’t in good conscience be upset about Ilya taking the girls to see their Mom, that would be crazy. 
“Well.” Shane rubbed the back of his neck, paced around the living room, and tried to sound casually unbothered by it, “You said you were busy, so I’ll let you go.” 
“We will be home early Saturday morning.” Ilya offered. “You and I can spend time together before the game?”
“That...might be okay.” Shane wanted to see Ilya, but his pride and chronic uncertainty and the still bruised, still hurt, still angry part of his heart wouldn’t let him say it out loud, not when his reaction to the entirely understandable not-rejection felt like proof he was already way too invested in Ilya and the potential of them and their next kiss. “Maybe. We can see how the day goes at least.” 
“Means no?” Ilya checked in. “You are saying no.”
“Not— I mean, not necessarily.” He stammered. “I just— you know, it’s a busy day. So–” 
“I want to see you, Shane.” Ilya said then, matter of fact and directly to the point. “Saturday before the game. Do you want to see me?”
“Yes.” Quiet. At least for a few seconds, Shane stopped over thinking, over analyzing, over worrying about the nuance and meaning and depth and stress their history seemed to give every single word and sentence and conversation. Ilya spoke up direct and firm and cutting through the bullshit to give Shane a yes or no question, and it gave his brain a chance to be so quickly quiet, it was suddenly easy for Shane to close his eyes and admit. “Yeah. I do want to see you.”
“Good.” Ilya sounded a little bit surprised but mostly overwhelmingly pleased. “Okay then. Saturday.”
“Saturday.” Shane sat back down when his heart jumped into his throat hammering hopeful and excited and anxious all at once. “Okay. See you soon.” 
“Do skoroy vstrechi. See you soon.” 
*****
Thursday
Halloween
“Hello?” Shane picked up his phone when it rang with an unknown number, turning down the TV show he hadn’t really been watching, and sitting back from the dinner he hadn’t really been eating. 
“H-hello.” the voice on the other end was raspy and stammering. “Who is th-this?” 
“Uh.” Shane wiped his fingers on a napkin, switching the phone to his other ear. “Who are you tryna get ahold of?” 
“Wh-what num-mber is this?” 
“Bud, I think you got the wrong number. I’m gonna hang up. Take it easy.”
Shane hung up. His phone rang again few seconds later.
Unknown number. 
“Hello?” 
“S-sorry.” said the same raspy, stuttering voice, but that time Shane caught high pitched giggles in the background too. “I guess I d-dialed the wrong numb-ber.” 
“Ask him about the scary movie.” someone else whispered urgently. “Ask him what his favorite scary movie is!” 
“Wh-what is y-your favorite scary m-m-movie?” the raspy voice cracked with a burble of high pitched laughter. “Name th-the killer in Halloween.” 
“The killer in Halloween.” Oh, Shane got it. He put the phone on speaker so he could look up the next line of the infamous phone call movie script. “Uh… Michael. Michael Myers.” 
“H-he got it right.” the ‘mysterious’ caller whispered, and the reply from their co-conspirator was an exasperated, “Ask him the next question then!” 
“Wh-ho is the k-k-killer–” Another blip of hysterical laughter as the caller struggled to keep it together. “In Friday the 13th?” 
“Jason.” he answered promptly, and had to cover his mouth to muffle a laugh when the caller cackled gleefully, “N-no! That’s wr-wrong! It’s J-Jason’s mother! N-now I get to k-k-kill you!” 
“Nadyushka!” Before Shane could beg for mercy from the ultra scary mysterious caller, Ilya’s deep voice cut through the increasing giggles to scold, “Masha! What are you doing on emergency phone?!” 
“Hush Daddy!” Mariya hissed at him. “We’re scaring Coach!” 
“He th-thinks I’m Ghostf-face.” Nadya insisted, but Ilya clapped his hands, “No, no scaring Coach. Give me the phone, give it here.” 
“You ruined it!” Mariya wailed. “He didn’t know it was us!” 
“Yes, I’m sure you were very convincing. Go find Mama, Go on.” There was a scuffle and shuffle and fuzz of noise as the twins begrudgingly handed over their phone and went to find their Mama, and Shane stayed on the line waiting Ilya picked the phone up and sighed, “Hi. Sorry about that. I told the girls not to call, but they are goblins and do not listen worth shit.” 
“No, it’s fine.” Shane settled back into the couch with a smile. “Whose number did they call from?” 
“This is emergency phone for girls when they are at sleepovers. They have it tonight so if we get separated trick or treating, they can call me or Mama. Your number is in it as Coach in case they cannot get ahold of me sometime, but they are only supposed to call you for emergency, not to be creepy Ghostface Barbies.” Ilya was clearly exasperated by the entire thing. “They are still laughing  though, so thank you for playing along.” 
“No problem.” He was an emergency contact for the twins. Coach Hollander, emergency contact. Shane sort of loved it. “Nadya was very convincing as Ghostface, I was shaking in my boots.”  
“Did you have to look up the script for the next line,” Ilya wanted to know, “Or are you horror movie nerd who already had it memorized?” 
“I mean." Shane hadn’t had the script memorized, but he was all set and ready to defend horror movie enthusiasts simply for the entertainment of arguing with Ilya about what constituted a nerd and whether or not the word carried an inherent negative connotation, but right as he was gearing up to provoke Ilya—
“Ilyushka!” Svetlana in the background, calling for Ilya over whatever the twins were chattering about and Shane froze mid sentence, mid word, mid breath when Ilya replied back and suddenly the four of them were talking in Russian, chatting together and laughing together and hanging out as a whole family unit… and Shane was just Coach on the other end of the line, just Coach who’d been prank called by the twins as a practical joke, just Coach who needed to end the call, put the phone down, and let Ilya and his family get on with their evening. 
“Sorry, is time to go.” Shane jolted back to the moment when Ilya talked at him again, “I will text you, okay?” 
“I–” Shane almost said no. Don’t bother. It’s fine. “Uh—” him freezing up at hearing Svetlana’s voice wasn’t fine, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to say or admit or acknowledge it right then. “Sure.” 
“Bye, Coach Hollander.” Ilya sounded like he was smiling. 
Shane moved past the swamp of insecurity tried to smile too. “Bye, Mr. Rozanov.” 
The phone call disconnected, but by the time Shane had added the twins’ number to his contacts, his notifications chimed with incoming picture messages, four different snapshots of Mariya and Nadya posing their way through a rather glittery, gratuitously stabby Anxiety Barbie and Ghostface mash up. 
From Jane: They look great.
From Ilya: Can’t wait to see you Saturday.
Shane saved the photo of the girls as their contact picture and turned the TV back up, picked at a few more bites of the gone-cold dinner he’d never really planned on eating, and didn’t think about how his stomach had dropped right to the floor hearing Svetlana in the background of the phone call.
That was a problem for the therapist he never saw anymore, a problem for some other time when the lonely didn’t feel so thick and the night didn’t loom out in front of him for so many hours. 
He couldn’t wait for Saturday. 
He didn’t text Ilya back, though. 
*****
“--So Jackie is all upset at me for missing Halloween, and I told her, ‘Hon, I’m upset about missing it too’! It’s not like I have control over the game schedule, I can’t help I was in Chicago for an away game.” 
“Okay but in Jackie’s defense,” Shane tried to interrupt Hayden’s rant, but Hayden raised his voice, “Oh no! No no no, you do not finally call me for the first time in ages and then take Jackie’s side. Bros before–” 
“Take ten to twenty percent off the top there, bud.” Shane cut in quickly, and Hayden huffed, “I wasn’t gonna say hoes, I was going to choose some other word that both clarifies how much I love and adore my gorgeous wife while also expressing how pissed off I am at you for not just being MIA, but also taking her side.” 
“Sorry you had to miss Halloween with the kiddos.” Shane pulled a hoodie on and rummaged for his thick socks, tossing them into his skate bag. “What was the family costume theme this year?” 
“Mario movie themed. Twins were Mario and Luigi.” Hayden answered, sounding much less disgruntled once he could talk about his kids. “They ran around all night making jump noises and using what is probably a super offensive Italian accent. Arthur was Toad and Amber was Princess Peach.” 
“Did Jackie dress up?” 
“She said she did, but also said my punishment for being at an away game was missing out on the costume, so I’m assuming it’s not something she could have worn outside for trick or treating.” 
“Yeah, that’s probably a safe assumption.” Shane checked the time, then checked his messages to see if Ilya had texted. “Too bad you guys lost the Chicago game. Insult to injury, right?” 
“Exactly that, yeah.” Hayden groaned out loud. “Missed Halloween with the kids for the first time ever, missed whatever Jackie was going to wear as lingerie, and we lost. I’m fuckin’ tired of this, Shane-o.” 
“What do you mean, tired of it?” Talking to Hayden was easier, now. The words didn’t stick in Shane’s throat, the conversation didn’t dry up because he wasn’t willing to talk and he didn’t have the energy to ask questions, Shane wasn’t flinching from Hayden being a literal physical reminder of the life he didn’t have anymore. Shane had called first, he’d initiated the conversation, having his best friend chattering in his ear, complaining about domestic issues and generally being blandly, inoffensively fussy was a relief. 
It felt normal. Felt a lot less lonely than Halloween night. 
“--maybe retire? My best bud isn’t even playing with me anymore, so it’s only half has fun and fuck Shane, I think I’m getting old.” 
“You’re not even thirty five yet, Hayden.” Shane carried his bag out to the living room and tossed it on the couch. “Don’t retire. You’ve got four kids to put through college.” 
“Oh please, have you seen college prices lately? Tuition is out of control. I know they were paying you a buttload of money, but us mere mortal hockey players don’t make near enough–” 
From Lily: Flight is delayed in Boston. We will not be home until right before the game, might even be late for the game if traffic is bad. 
From Lily: Sorry. 
“No, I know college is expensive.” Shane had no idea whether or not college was expensive, at least not from a recent point of view. He’d gone straight to playing pro, no college, no degree, and he didn’t have any kids to plan a future for, but he offered a half hearted guess, “But if you do the right sorta investments, you can set up education funds, right? And Nadya’s smart, she’ll–” 
“Nadya?” Hayden interrupted and Shane’s eyes went wide, “Uh, I meant–” 
“Who’s Nadya?” 
“Sorry. No. It’s–” Shane hadn’t put any thought into both his best friend and his sort of ex-current-ish boyfriend having twin girls, and the name mixup was embarrassing. “One of my team parents just texted me, their kiddos are going to be late to the game. Sorry, I was looking at their name.” 
“Huh. Okay.” Unbothered by the slip up, Hayden changed subjects, “So hey, you never told me how your date went. You don’t hafta give me details, but at least tell me if it went good or not?” 
“Uh, the date was sort of a disaster.” Shane tapped his thumbs at the side of his phone, re reading Ilya’s message. “But we’ve spent some time together since then and I think it might actually work out. Maybe.” 
“What the hell!? That’s amazing!” 
Hayden was thrilled. Shane would have more thrilled about the potential of he and Ilya working out if he wasn’t still hesitating trying to get through a fucking text message. 
From Jane: Don’t worry about it. Even if the girls are a little late, I can put them in after intermission to make sure they get some ice time.
“So you’ll be with your folks for the holidays, right?” Hayden wanted to know. “You’ve been a freakin’ hermit for like ten months now, you’ll be back around at least for Christmas, right?” 
“Yeah, I’ll call you. Come by and see the kids and Jackie.” Shane didn’t know what his holiday plans were, but tentatively committing to see his friend and his noisy ass family didn’t freak him out like it had six months ago, so he nodded and repeated, “Definitely. We’ll figure something out.” 
From Lily: Sorry for missing us hanging out too. 
“Can’t wait! Let me know if you and your girls win the game tonight! Love you, Shane!” 
“Yeah, Hayden. I love you too.” 
From Jane: No worries. See you guys at the game. Drive safe.
Shane sent the messag,e then stared down at the screen waiting for Ilya to text back… something. Something direct and intense and bold enough to call Shane out on his vague texting bullshit and bolster him into being honest. 
I’ve been looking forward to Saturday all fucking week. I can’t wait to see you. Don’t be late, get here faster. I’m losing my fucking mind trying to be casual about this. I shouldn’t be this invested this soon. I should be scared you’re gonna break my heart. Holy shit, I am fucking terrified you’re gonna break my heart. 
From Lily: Put all those strategy skills to use figuring out how to sneak a smooch after game. 
Thank fuck. Shane grinned, thumbs flying over the keyboard to respond. 
From Jane: Sneak a smooch? Only losers say that sort of shit. 
From Lily: But only winners get to smooch Shane Hollander so… 
From Jane: LOSER. 
*****
The girls lost the game. No amount of cheering from the stands, encouragement from Shane, or extra effort provided by Mayday bringing her patented doom once they arrived was enough to keep the other team from scoring twice, but that was alright. 
“Good game. I’m so proud of you. You’re amazing. Good job.” Shane had high five and helmet taps for each of his players, and when Nadya peeked up at him and whispered, “Wh-what’s your favor–favor–favorite scary movie?” Shane made his eyes very wide and whispered back, “Oh my gosh, someone really freaky called me and asked me that on Halloween!” then laughed out loud when Nadya threw her little head back and gave her very best impression of a witchy cackle. 
Seven o’clock wasn’t all that late for a Friday night game, but for a gaggle of seven and eight year olds coming down off a Halloween candy high, an hour of ice time and half an hour of snacks meant eight-thirty might as well have been midnight, and the girls were tuckered out yawning exhausted by the time Shane got the visiting team loaded into the bus and on the road back home. 
“Goodnight, everybody.” Shane stood at the double door rink entry to give another round of high fives for the girls as they headed to the parking lot with their parents. “Oh, I want everyone to try and think of a team name for us? Something cooler than Montbonne U9 Girls. We need a real name, you guys think about it and we’ll vote at the next practice, okay?” 
“Night-night Coach!” 
“See you, Coach!” 
“Let’s be the Blueberries!” 
“No, we should be the Koala Bears!” 
“No no no, the Unicorns!” 
“Coach.” Mariya shoulder checked him as she hurried past. “Let’s be the Amazons!” 
“I w-want to be th-the Rainbows.” Nadya slipped her hand into Shane’s and squeezed his fingers tight. “M’not always cr-creepy!” 
“Not always, huh?” Shane laughed down at her, “That’s good to know.” 
“Come on girls, time to go.” Ilya held the door open for the twins, shot a quick glance at Matilde and Nychele who were still hanging around very obviously waiting for Shane’s attention, then tapped his index finger at his lips twice before following the girls out into the parking lot. 
Shane didn’t know what that meant. He didn’t know what being hushed was supposed to mean, but he shrugged it off along with the disappointment over missing out on a kiss, and turned to Matilde with a smile, switching to French and picking up Nychele’s bag so he could politely but firmly herd them towards to the exit while chatting. 
Matilde didn’t really have much to say, she just wanted to talk. Just wanted to linger. Shane was just as un-interested in her as he’d been in Louis, but he didn’t mind the conversation and didn’t mind Nychele running in circles around them chiming in with her own observations and comment. When Matilde put her hand on his arm, he very courteously extricated himself and held the door open so they could leave, sighing and mentally preparing himself for the day when he’d have to get specific with turning her down. 
Awkward.
Lily’s name lit up Shane’s phone screen before he finished waving Matilde and Nychele goodbye, and he picked up right away. 
“Ilya. Hey.” 
“Will you come over?” Ilya asked right off the bat. “I want to see you tonight.” 
“What? No, I can’t do that.” Shane said no so fast, he had to stop and wonder if he was saying no because going over to Ilya’s house was actually a bad idea, or if after all these years, anything about Ilya and them that sounded even slightly public or obvious or noticeable triggered an automatic, knee jerk denial.
“I mean. Um.” he hesitated. “I don’t know if–- Ilya, we can’t hook up at your house.” Shane was the last person in the arena, but he still lowered his voice and glanced around like someone might over hear. “That’s crazy. The girls are there and what if your neighbors–” 
“I didn’t say hook up.” Ilya huffed at him. “Come over and we will just watch a movie.” 
“Just watch a movie.” Shane carried the extra snacks into his office, then went back for the leftover Gatorade bottles. “Tell me the truth, have you ever just watched a movie with anyone at any point and didn’t try to feel them up?” 
“Scouts honor.” Ilya promised. “Come over, we will watch a scary movie, nothing else.” 
“Oh, now it’s a scary movie, huh?” Shane shrugged into his jacket and grabbed his skate bag, locking the office behind him. “How scary?” 
“Not bad enough for nightmares.” Came the quick confirmation. “But maybe enough so you need to grab onto my big strong shoulders and hide on my lap. Maybe you will need a smooch to calm down during the scary parts. But don’t worry, I will not make fun of you for needing a smooch. Is okay.” 
“A smooch, Jesus Christ.” Shane dropped into the front seat of the car and turned up the heat, rubbing at his forehead and blowing out a sigh. “Um.” 
“There are worse things to do on a Saturday night than share a popcorn and watch a movie.” Ilya started to coax, but before he even finished his sentence, Shane was agreeing, “Yes.” 
“Yes?” Ilya’s voice brightened in excitement. “You will come over?” 
“Yeah. Send me your address?” Shane’s phone blinged a second later with an address on the East end of Montbonne. “Okay. I’ll head that way.”
It was probably a bad idea, going over to Ilya’s house after dark when it had been an intense week of sort of crazy spiraling feelings and wishy washy uncertainty about their situation. Maybe the movie was only a movie, but there hadn’t been a single time in any situation with Ilya where they were sitting close together in the dark and clothes didn’t start coming off. The girls might still be awake so maybe Ilya meant it to be a family type of movie night, but oh fuck Shane didn’t think he was anywhere ready for that sort of thing, and if the girls were asleep and Ilya meant it as a late night date situation…
“Fuck.” Shane jammed the car into drive and headed for the main road, turning East towards the foothills and Ilya’s house. “This is probably a bad idea.” 
Probably definitely a bad idea for the sake of his emotional stability and all the what if nonsense he couldn’t get out of his head about the status of whatever they were doing and the unhealthy amount of time he spent thinking about their next goodnight kiss. 
Probably definitely a bad idea, but Shane smiled and sped just a little bit faster down the empty roads heading East towards the foothills. 
From Jane: Be there soon. 
From Lily: Good. 
*****
“Hi.” Ilya was waiting for Shane when he pulled into the well kept driveway at the end of the street in East End Montbonne. The porch light was bright and welcoming. and Ilya stepped outside to wave Shane in wearing jammies, a super snug Henley top unbuttoned enough to show the gleam of his necklace at his throat and a set of wildly printed plaid pajama pants. His curly hair was rumpled and messy, the long sleeves pulled almost over his fingers and his feet bare, and the whole look was so unexpectedly domestic cozy soft, that Shane had to stop at the bottom of the porch stairs and blink at him for a few seconds. 
“Shane.” Ilya snapped his fingers at him playfully impatient. “Is freezing tonight. You can leer at me inside all you want. Come on.” 
Then as he grabbed Shane’s hand to haul him up the stairs and out of the cold, “But we have to be quiet, the girls are already asleep.” 
“Right. Yeah. I’ll be quiet.” 
Inside the house, the domestic cozy soft vibe was even worse. Or– or maybe it was better? In the warm lamp lighting, Ilya’s eyes looked extra blue with the dark shirt stretched over his shoulders and wrapped fitted at his biceps, his necklace looked extra gold glinting bright against his skin and the dot of beauty marks at his throat, the pants were hilariously almost atrociously plaid, but up close and inside the house, it was obvious Ilya wasn’t wearing anything under his bottoms.
Shane’s eyes dropped from the mussed bedhead to the shine of gold to the broad shoulders, further to the tuck of his waist and down to the bulk and bump of Ilya’s cock under the thin cotton pants, and oh hell, Ilya was very obviously not wearing anything underneath them.
Fuck. Shane’s mouth went dry, throat closing up parched, and when he managed to drag his gaze up again, Ilya was smirking just enough to make him blush hot. 
“Sorry.” he shook his head. “Sorry, I um– it–” 
“I told you was okay to leer at me once we were out of the cold.” Ilya winked, and took his hand again, towing Shane through the entryway and around the corner into the expansive living room. 
The TV was on but the lights were off, the long couch in front of the entertainment center piled with pillows and blankets, the sofa table laden with drinks and snacks. Shane pressed at Ilya’s hand quietly grateful and sort of amused when he saw both cans of ginger ale and a couple bottles of the beer he usually ordered at Jacob’s place, kettle corn and chips and what looked like M&M’s divided by color and arranged into small bowls. 
“Leftover Mariya snacks?” he guessed and Ilya squeezed his hand always impressed and affected when Shane proved how well he knew the girls, “Not her snacks, but when she saw me open the bag, she wanted to organize them anyway.” 
Shane grinned about it, and Ilya grinned watching him, then dropped Shane’s hand to pick up a folded pile of clothes and hold it out. “Here. Clean pajamas.” 
“Clean pajamas.” Shane took the fleece and plaid pile awkwardly. “Uh. Why?"
“I thought you would not want to hang out in your game clothes.” Ilya motioned to his clothes. “Your all day clothes. Is hard to relax without changing sometimes.” 
“Uh yeah. It sure is.” Shane stressed for the entire ride about not having clean clothes to change into. Most people didn’t care about that sort of thing, Ilya wasn’t gonna be a dick about Shane showing up in the same clothes he’d worn to the game, Ilya had invited him over right away, he'd expect Shane to show up in his game clothes and wouldn't think it was rude, but Shane had still stressed about it. 
The offered pajamas menat Ilya had expected Shane to show up in his game clothes, but had also assumed– maybe already knew, maybe he remembered that nit picky detail from all those years ago?– Shane wouldn’t be able to relax until he changed into something that didn’t stink like hockey and the rink or the day.
Shane had stressed, but Ilya had pre-emptively fixed it, so now there were jammies for Shane to wear-- a warm shirt and long pants and even socks, which meant Shane didn’t have to be self conscious or uncomfortable or even think about it anymore. 
Ilya’s habit of shutting down the noise in Shane’s head to the point where all he had to do was say yes or no to whatever Ilya offered sure was— it was sure was something. 
“My room is there.” Ilya pointed him down the adjacent hall. “Bathroom too. Take your time.” 
“Thanks.”
Shane didn’t waste much time looking around Ilya’s bedroom. He turned on the bathroom light so he could wash up and got a fleeting impression of a large master suite, a big bed and solid, matching furniture, but he didn’t look around, poke around, be nosy about any of it. He made quick use of one of the washcloths to wipe under his arms and down his abdomen, opened a couple drawers looking for deodorant and mouth wash, then got dressed in the borrowed pajamas and hurried back to the living room before he did something stupid like suggest their goodnight kiss happen in the bedroom. 
“Better?” Ilya had to clear his throat and swallow so the words worked when Shane came from the bedroom wearing his clothes, the shirt a little too wide at the shoulders and the pants a little too long at his feet. They’d never done anything like sharing clothes, wearing pajamas, cuddling up for movie night dates, and the visual emotional shift of it all, the difference between Shane in his own clothes and Shane in his comfy, sleepy, well worn favorite clothes left him reeling. “You look– you look cozy.” 
“Better, yeah.” Shane put his neatly folded clothes on a side table, then put his hands in his pockets– Ilya’s pockets– and smiled sheepishly. “And yes. Cozy. Thanks.” 
“Good.” Ilya inclined his head towards the couch. “Come on.” 
The movie was Scream, because of course it was. Shane settled in against the arm of the couch with a ginger ale and the small bowl of brown M&Ms, one foot tucked under his knee and a pillow hugged at his lap, and mouthed his way through that first infamous phone call scene before elbowing Ilya and deciding, “I think Nadya was a more convincing Ghostface.” 
“I don’t know.” Ilya sat on the middle cushion with a beer and his popcorn, close enough for their knees to bump, but not too close to crowd. “I think Masha laughing in background of phone call ruins the mystique of it.” 
“Okay, that’s valid.” 
“Is funny how sometimes horror movie lines could also be lines from porno.” Ilya commented when the killer shrieked about wanting to see the Casey character’s insides, and Shane paused with a handful of M&M’s halfway to his mouth, “I think maybe you aren’t watching the right kind of porn.” 
The movie boyfriend Steve died a grisly death and Shane clicked his tongue, “Crazy they got Drew Barrymore for this movie, then killed her off so quick.” Their arms knocked when Ilya reached for his beer and Shane wondered if or when Ilya would try to hold his hand again. 
“No one expects the pretty blond girl with big boobs to die right away.” Ilya shifted his weight so their legs were wedged tighter together. Shane flexed his toes so they pressed at Ilya’s thigh and countered, “Everyone always expects the pretty blond girl with big boobs to die right away. When have you ever seen a movie where that character lives till the end?” 
Ilya pursed his lips thinking, and Shane warned him, “Don’t say porn.” 
“Spoilsport.” 
“Weirdo.” 
The Ghostface killer popped up in the window leering at Drew Barrymore’s character and Shane wouldn’t admit to falling for the jumpscare, but Ilya leaned over and faux whispered, “This is where you can hold onto my big strong shoulders, okay?” 
“Leave me alone.” 
The scene shifted to day time, to school and the classic gang all sitting around a table. Ilya finished his beer and smacked his lips, “Scooby Doo is hot.” 
“That’s sliding into weird territory again, Ilya.” Shane’s gaze dropped over the span of Ilya’s back when he leaned forward to put the empty bottle on the table. “Maybe we don’t talk about Hanna Barbera characters while watching scary movies.” 
“No, look at him.” Ilya’s brow cocked curious when he settled back into the couch and caught Shane staring. “He is hot. His mouth. Long tongue? Come on. You like him too.” 
“Matthew Lillard is Shaggy.” Shane elbowed him. “Not Scooby-Doo. The stoner guy, not the dog. Sheesh.” 
“Ah.” Ilya nodded sagely. “Ruh-roh.” 
“Nope. Stop that, that’s so stupid.” Shane was laughing, eyes bright and cheeks crinkled up cos his smile was so wide, and Ilya almost leaned over to kiss him. 
He didn’t, though. It didn’t count as a goodbye kiss if they were still in the early half of the movie and even though Shane kept looking over like they could or should be doing something other than calmly sitting next to each other fully dressed with the lights off and a scary movie playing, Ilya wasn’t going to push it. 
If Shane wanted him, all he had to do was say something or-- or do something. After a week of more silence than Ilya had liked, and the nagging feeling that Shane hadn’t been okay over Halloween and maybe might have completely cancelled hanging out if Ilya hadn’t called and persisted, Ilya very much wanted Shane to say or do or initiate something. 
He didn’t respond to how often Shane looked his way, or how Shane pushed his foot at his leg to extend the little bit of physical contact, and didn’t act on the urge to lean over and lick the smile right off Shane’s gorgeous mouth. 
He’d said they could just watch a movie and Ilya had meant they could just watch a movie, so if Shane wanted more…
“Hey.” The next time Ilya leaned forward to put the popcorn bowl on the table, Shane ran his fingers lightly along the inside of Ilya’s arm as he sat back, then took his hand, linking their fingers together. “Is this okay?” 
“Yes.” Ilya picked up Shane’s hand and kissed his knuckles, turned it over and kissed the center of his palm, then tucked both their hands into his lap. “Is okay.” 
The movie went on. Sidney made dumb decisions like opening porch doors and carrying on creepy phone calls with serial killers. Ilya rubbed his thumb along Shane’s hand and Shane quit watching the movie all together in favor of watching the light play off their entwined hands, zoning out lost for a while into the soothing rhythm of Ilya’s touch and the slight rasp of calluses against his skin. 
Someone died. Shane wasn’t paying attention, and jumped when Ilya nudged him, “You are sore?” 
“What?” Shane shook his head, trying to blink out a fuzzy headspace. “Sorry. What?” 
“Sitting like this.” Ilya tapped Shane’s knee. “It hurts your leg. You keep moving like you are sore.” 
“Oh.” Shane hadn’t realized he was shifting around sore on the couch, but once Ilya pointed it out, fuck he really was uncomfortable after sitting the same way for so long, his right leg almost numb from folded up under his body and his left knee aching from the odd angle propped over his foot. “Yeah, I guess I am. It’s okay though, I just need to–” 
Shane let go of Ilya’s hand so he could unfold from the couch and stretch his legs, raising his arms above his head to crack his back and yawn, shaking his head and trying to blink away a sudden wash of exhaustion. Coming out of the daze of Ilya pressed to his side, holding his hand and stroking at his fingers was a shock, Shane was hit with the reminder of how tired he was after a long day at the ice rink, his back aching and knee throbbing and eyes drooping weary. 
“Idi syuda, dorogoy.” Ilya moved to the other side of the sofa and got comfortable, legs spread and arm open along the back of the couch, patting at his lap. “Shane. Here. Lay down.” 
“Yeah, um, okay.” It always made Shane shivery when Ilya spoke Russian to him, the harsh sounding syllables blending melodic in his deep voice. It felt intense and intimate and Shane had to take a steadying breath before he could nod. “Okay.” 
Shane took one more drink of his ginger ale, then scooted across the couch awkward and a bit ungainly trying to figure out where to lay his head, how far to lean in, where exactly to go. 
“Got you.” Ilya caught him halfway there, coaxing Shane closer and holding him steady until Shane was stretched all the way out with his head on his lap.
“Okay?” he waited for Shane to get comfortable with one arm crossed over his chest so it wasn’t bent under his weight, then reached for a blanket and pulled it to Shane’s shoulders, smoothing it down his side and tucking it in. “How’s that?” 
“S’good, thanks.” Shane hesitated, hesitated, then set his other hand on Ilya’s leg and turned his nose into the bulky muscle of Ilya’s thigh, humming under his breath when it was better. 
Ilya went very still, heart racing and skin prickling goosebumps when Shane’s breath puffed warm through the thin material of his pajama pants. He could feel the shape of Shane’s mouth and the ridge of his nose as Shane pressed his face in nuzzling at him and Ilya scarcely breathed until Shane finally exhaled against him and went still. 
“Is okay?” He checked in, and Shane nodded, rubbing his cheek at Ilya’s thigh with his eyes closed. Ilya turned the movie down a couple notches, then slid his hand into Shane’s thick hair, combing and scratching through the silky strands, gentle over Shane’s earlobe and featherlight across the freckles dotted on Shane’s face. 
The corner of Shane’s mouth tipped up into a tiny smile over the attention, so Ilya kept it up, through Shane’s hair and across the flawless skin at his cheek, along the delicate whorl of his ear and down the line of his jaw, the column of his throat.
Up again to brush his knuckles at Shane’s chin, eyes hooded and lips parted as he traced the corner of Shane’s mouth with his fingertips, at Shane’s ear brushing through the baby fine hairs and then with his hand spread wide and palm spanning at Shane’s scalp, grounding, holding, settling until Shane went heavy into his lap, breathing slow and skin flushing in sleepy contentment. 
Everything about the entire night was new. Spending time at Ilya’s house. Watching a movie together. Shane in Ilya’s pajamas and Shane with his head on Ilya’s lap when nothing was happening except cozy, drowsy cuddling. 
Everything about the entire night was perfect, and Ilya didn’t take his eyes off Shane’s profile, his mouth twisting in rueful acceptance of how over sentimental mushy Shane Hollander made him feel in moments like this when they could have been hooking up, but Ilya was wholly content to sit there quietly thrilled about making new memories instead of being bogged down mired in the leftover drama of their messy past. 
“Ty krasivyy.” he whispered heartfelt and a little bit awestruck, but Shane was asleep lightly snoring pillowed into Ilya’s lap and didn't hear it, and that–-that was just fine. Ilya said it anyway, said it again, "Ty takoy krasivyy." 
The movie ended at some point past eleven, and Shane woke in time to see the end credits, the soundtrack turned down low and the TV mostly dark as the tiny print words rolled across the screen. 
“Hey.” Shane rolled onto his back, trying to stretch and grimacing when he tried to talk and the words came out croaky and gruff, “S-sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” 
“Don’t be sorry.” Ilya went back to tracing Shane’s face, over his brow and down his nose, along the sleepy flush in his cheek and across the constellation of freckles under his eyes. Ilya propped his elbow on the arm of the couch so he could look at him, gazing at Shane knowing full well he probably looked stupid and sappy and smitten, but not caring in the slightest cos Shane was blinking slow up at him from beneath those long lashes, lips parted and head tilted into Ilya’s lap like he was completely okay with Ilya heart-eyeing down at him like a goddamn fool. 
“Ty krasivyy.” he said again, hoarse and a little bit needy as he traced the bow of Shane’s lips, and his breath caught harsh when Shane turned his head trying to chase the touch, mouth parted and tongue poking at his bottom lip like he was tempted to to lick. “Fuck, Shane.” 
“I–” Shane realized what he was doing a split second too late, and he flushed dull red, gaze shuttering and tension stiffening into his shoulders “I should probably go.” 
“You could stay.” Ilya came back to Shane’s lips, pressing his thumb to the corner of his mouth. “Stay.” 
“No, I–” Shane’s eyes darted towards the stairs, to the second floor where the girls were sleeping. “I should go. It’s late.” 
“But you live down a long, dark, scary road.” Ilya countered with a small smile. “Is hard to see at night.” 
“I have headlights.” Shane smiled too, his nose scrunching in amusement. “I feel like those are made specifically for brightening long, dark, scary roads.” 
“There is definitely a serial killer in the woods by the lake.” Was the next suggestion and Shane shrugged faux nonchalantly, “Nah, no way that’s just a silly rumour that stuck around after a bunch of people died on the road exactly thirteen years ago tonight. Nobody really believes it.” 
“Sounds like something the pretty person with big tits would say in a scary movie,” Ilya groped a hand over Shane’s pecs, “right before they die.” 
“I’ll have to take my chances.” Shane covered Ilya’s hand at his chest. “Guess this is goodnight?” 
“I guess so.” Ilya smoothed his hand down Shane’s abdomen, then around to hold at his waist. “Can I kiss you?” 
“Yes. Definitely.” Shane propped up on his elbows, lips pursed and eyes closed waiting…
…but when Ilya didn’t kiss him, Shane opened his eyes again and frowned, “What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing.” Ilya shook his head, blue eyes darting over Shane’s face and a small smile on his face. “Just… looking.” 
“Okay, but I’ve been waiting like a week to kiss you.” Shane ran his tongue over his lips, eyes dropping to Ilya's mouth. "So come here and kiss me. Please?"
"C'mere, sweetheart." Ilya’s smile widened like it was the best thing he’d ever heard, not just permission but mutual want, and he cupped his hand at Shane’s cheek to close the little bit of distance between them and catch Shane’s mouth in a slow kiss. He nudged it deeper with a push of his tongue until Shane opened with a quiet groan and let him in, first bracing his hands at Ilya’s chest then plucking at his necklace and pulling at his shirt, finally looping his arms around Ilya’s shoulders to hold him in close and draw it out long. 
“Whoa.” Shane blinked a few times stunned when Ilya broke the kiss and eased away. “Feel like you should buy me dinner after a kiss like that.” 
“Next time.” It took everything Ilya had not to kiss Shane again. He settled for a dotted kiss on the tip of Shane’s nose and told him, “Thank you for coming over tonight.” 
“Thank you for… inviting me.” It should have been stiff and formal and awkward to end a kiss and what had ended up definitely being a date by exchanging thank yous, but the sweet innocence of it only made Shane smile. 
“Will I see you tomorrow?” Ilya spread a hand at the small of Shane’s back to help him sit up, “You could come by the bakery for lunch.” 
“Maybe.” The maybe was almost definitely a no, but Ilya didn’t push it. He got it. A movie night spent cuddling was enough new for right then. Spending purposeful time together in public with the pressure for Shane to eat out of politeness and expectation, and with the risk and stress of someone seeing them, starting a rumor, or putting two and two together was a lot all at once. 
Maybe was almost definitely a no, but Ilya’s lips were still tingling from the kiss, his heart racing from the arousal and open affection shimmering in Shane’s eyes, so it was alright. 
“What should I do about–?” Shane plucked at the pajama pants, but Ilya waved him off as he stood and gathered up the drinks and snacks from the sofa table, “Take them, it’s fine. Give them back next time.” 
“Next time. Okay.” Shane picked up his folded clothes and car keys, and once Ilya came back from putting everything away in the kitchen, they walked together to the front door, glancing up the stairs to make sure there wasn’t a light on in the girls’ bathroom or hallway. 
“So. Um.” Shane paused waiting while Ilya unlocked the door and turned on the porch light, fidgeting with his keys and clearing his throat. “So–” 
“Come here again.” Ilya hooked an arm at his waist and pulled him into another kiss, and Shane, “Oh thank god.” dropped his keys and clothes at the entryway table and yanked Ilya in tighter, knotting both hands into Ilya’s hair and shoving his tongue past Ilya’s lips to drive the kiss messy and wet. 
“Shane.” Ilya pushed him backwards, pinning Shane onto the door and caging him in with his bulk, bracing his hands at Shane’s waist, gripping at his hips, grabbing at his ass to grind against him and Shane stuttered out something wordless and shocked when the thin pajamas did nothing to disguise the hard jut of Ilya’s cock at his hip. He lifted up to meet Ilya, shifting his weight and rocking unto his toes so their cocks slotted together heavy and hot, and Ilya had to wrench away from the kiss to bury his face in Shane’s neck trying to muffle a hungry groan. 
“Ilya, f-fuck!” Shane’s head thunked against the door, open mouth gasping for air as Ilya bit at his throat, kneading and groping greedy at his ass and mumbling in Russian, sounding desperate and pushed right to the brink as he grabbed for Shane’s chin, then spread his hand wide to grip Shane’s neck and catch him into another hard kiss. 
“You should go.” Ilya rumbled and Shane nodded nodded nodded, then kissed him again, sucking at his tongue and dragging his teeth at Ilya’s bottom lip until Ilya cursed into his mouth, “Shanychka, pomiluy menya, have mercy.” 
“Mercy?” Shane panted through a raspy, wanting laugh and Ilya used his hold at Shane’s neck to tilt his head sideways again, mouthing and licking and sucking bruising kisses over his pulse. “Ilya–Ilya– please–!”
“Go.” Ilya left one last kiss at the hinge of Shane’s jaw, nosing at the soft spot behind his ear and exhaling noisily. “Go. Text me when you get home.” 
“When I get to the cabin.” Shane nodded dazedly. “Yeah. I’ll text you.” 
“Goodnight, Shanychka.” 
“Okay.” Shane wiped his mouth and nodded again. “G-goodnight.” 
****
From Lily: Did you make it to cabin, or did the serial killer on your scary road get you?
From Jane: You know, if it’s my road and my cabin, odds are I’m the serial killer.
From Jane: But don’t worry, I didn’t snatch myself out of my car and drag myself into the woods to bury myself in a pit. 
From Lily: You are not funny. 
From Jane: Fuck you, I’m hilarious. 
From Jane: So we never did this before. Movies. Cuddling. That sort of thing.
From Lily: No, definitely not. 
From Jane: It felt like a date.
From Lily: Weird?
From Jane: No.
From Lily: Good. We should do it again. 
From Jane: Yeah. I think we should.
*****
Chapter Notes:
It's so so tempting to just let these boys kiss and get the hell on with it, like smooch it up fellas, you know you're soulmates. 
But it feels more true to this-verse Shane specifically to still be hesitant when it comes to trusting/indulging his emotions. It's one thing to kiss and head towards sexy stuff without putting too much thought into it, another thing entirely to actually be open about his feelings especially when his feelings about Ilya are still very complicated. 
Nadya as Ghostface while Mariya is cheering her on/reminder her of her lines in the background is maybe my most favorite thing ever. 
Ilya cataloguing/memorizing/tucking it all way down deep in his heart whenever Shane says anything sweet and especially the ultra soft way Shane cuddles in slow blinking and smiling up at him?? Softy McSoftpants over there. (except he's not soft at all in those pajama pants, ba dum tss). Also obsessed with Ilya finding time/excuses to hang out with Shane, turning text convos into phone calls. He wants to have something real with Shane so badly.
Honorable Mention: Ilya being so affected by Shane wanting him/asking for a kiss. 
Movie night giving the same innocent, lost teenage experience, young love vibes as the dance from Ch5. Sharing pajamas, making dumb jokes while watching old movies, holding hands and making out? Shane being flustered about how hot Ilya is when he's comfy cozy, and Ilya's brain short circuiting seeing Shane in his jammies? Top tier.
BUT Shane freezing up/being caught off guard by remembering that Svetlana is a very real and present part of Ilya and twins every day life? In the business we call that FOREEEESHADOWINNNNNG! 
Coming Up: The team goes on a road trip. Svetlana makes an in person appearance. The boys finally get their pants off again. 






      

  












      Chapter 7: Complicated (we've had worse ideas)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: Shane spirals after meeting Svetlana and it's panicky and stressful while we're stuck in his head.

Content Warning: They do be nekkid (HOLLA)








  “...Here come Montreal’s Shane Hollander down the ice, Rozanov is going after him just as fast as he can, but when Hollander gets going there isn’t much that can stop him before he puts one in the net…” 
“...Montreal’s Shane Hollander fresh off of being crowned Rookie of the Year and he’s showing us why in this first game of the season, if this is how good he is at twenty, you can only imagine what a full career is going to look like…” 
“...Rozanov with a hard hit! I think the whole arena felt that one, but Hollander almost looks like he’s laughing? Yes! He is laughing and going right after Rozanov who looks like maybe he’s laughing too!...” 
“...For all the fuss about these boys and their rivalry, you have to think they’re at least friendly off ice because there’s no way they could both be at the absolute top of their game, on their way to being Captains, and not end up sharing a beer together at one point or another…” 
“...Shane Hollander just broke a record for most goals scored in a cup playoff! Look at the grin on his face, the crowd is on their feet, this is huge!...” 
“Daddy.” 
“Shit!” Ilya yanked his earbuds out startled when Mariya popped up next to him and interrupted his endless scrolling through the YouTube Shane Hollander clips page. “Ty menya napugala, Masha, you scared me! Do not sneak up on me!” 
“Money in the swear jar.” the seven year old was entirely unbothered by giving her Daddy a heart attack, and picked up his phone curiously. “Is that Coach holding a Cup?” 
“The Cup, yes.” Ilya scowled at her, dug in his pocket for some change and rattled it into the swear jar, then scowled at her again, “Creepy goblin child. Where is your sister?” 
“Painting Boris’s nails.” Mariya stood on her tiptoes trying to see the video better and Ilya sighed, scooped her one with arm and deposited her onto the counter, handing over his phone so she could watch. “This is Coach Hollander? Is that you?” 
“Yes, we used to play together. I told you.” Ilya checked the time, scooted Mariya further back on the counter so she wasn’t in danger of sliding off, then stepped from the kitchen to whistle up the stairs “Nadyushka, vremya zavtrakat’! Breakfast! Boris does not need painted nails before school!” 
“Or at all.” he said to himself. “Because he is stuffed tiger.” then louder again, “Nadya! Now!” 
“C-c-coming, Daddy.” Nadya appeared at the top of the stairs obediently, Boris tucked under her arm. “All d-done with nails.” 
“Let me see.” Ilya held out his arms for her and the tiger, sighing when he saw the glittery green nail polish less than expertly smeared on the beleaguered stuffed paws. “Okay. So while you in school, I will clean his paws?” 
“Spas-s-s-ibo, Daddy.” Nadya was content to be carried on Ilya’s hip until they reached the kitchen, then she wriggled away and went to take the phone from Mariya. “Let me see. L-Let me see, what is it?” 
“Coach is famous, Nadya!” Mariya’s eyes were wide, her jaw dropped wide. “He won three Cups! He is so fast! Faster than Daddy!” 
“But D-Daddy is old, s-so no biggie.” Nadya craned her neck to see, and while Ilya was rolling his eyes about being called old, the girls kept watching the clips and reels, exclaiming every time their coach scored some impossible goal or blitzed down the ice or won another Cup, broke another record, won another Cup, faced the camera laughing and smiling cos he’d won another Cup. 
“Did you know Coach was this good?!” 
“I played with him, Masha. Played against him. I know he is good, yes.” 
“L-L-Look though! He is–” Nadya’s eyes bugged open. “Oh. He isn't w-wearing a shirt. He looks like a super h-hero.” 
“No shirt?” Ilya put a lid over the eggs and plucked the phone right back from the twins. “Okay. We are done with videos.” 
“Is Coach a model?” Mariya wanted to know and Ilya dished up the toast and set it on the table, “No.” 
“He looks like a model.” Mariya pushed Nadya’s chair out for her and Nadya plopped down, eyes wide and head nodding quickly, “Y-yeah.” 
“That is enough. You are not allowed to be sweet on Coach Hollander.” It hurt Ilya’s brain to think about his girls being old enough to have crushes on anyone, much less the same modeling contract worthy, Hall of Fame worthy, yes very good and very fast and very famous Shane Hollander who Ilya had a rather embarrassing, decade spanning crush on. “Eat breakfast, then is time for school.” 
“We should call Mama.” Mariya whispered to Nadya as she shoveled eggs into her mouth. “She would know if Coach was a model. And if he was better than Daddy.” 
“Coach was better than me, but only after I stopped playing. I won the Cup first, do not let anyone tell you different.” Ilya gave them both a cup of water, and when Nadya opened her mouth to be sassy, he pointed a finger at her, “No. No more questions about your Coach and modeling. Eat your food before you break my heart, I am too old for this and also not old enough for it yet, so stop.” 
“But–” 
“Respect my authority, girls!” 
“Daddy.” Nadya laughed at him around a bit bite of toast. “Y-You don’t have any ath-athor-ty.” 
“I am raising goblin children.” Ilya propped his hands on his hips and muttered a curse and a prayer up to the ceiling. “Lord save me.” 
Ilya hoped a day at school would be enough to distract the twins from the morning’s conversation, but alas. 
“Coach!” Mariya raced from the car the moment it was time for practice, full out sprinting for the arena and bursting through the double doors to find Shane. “Coach! Are you famous!? Coach! Are you famous!?” 
“Are y-y-ou a model!” Nadya was right on her sister’s heels, and by the time Ilya made it into rink, both twins were dancing around a severely confused Shane, rattling off questions as fast as they could think of them, talking over each other and over whatever answers Shane tried to give. 
“Girls!” Ilya whistled short and sharp and Shane’s head snapped around to find him, but the noise didn’t slow the girls down even a hitch. “Quit bothering your coach!” 
Then in a tone of voice that was much softer, “Hi, Coach Hollander.” 
“Mr. Rozanov.” Nadya was holding onto one of Shane’s hands and Mariya was practically climbing his other arm hollering questions, but Shane’s smile for Ilya was small and private and looked like maybe he’d spent every minute of the weekend thinking about their movie night, the same way Ilya had spent every minute of the weekend thinking about their movie night. “Hi.” 
“Sorry about the goblins.” Ilya grimaced towards the girls and Shane’s smile went a little wider before he shook his arms firmly and said, “Girls. I need these.”
Ilya’s mouth dropped when the girls promptly slid free. “How did you do that?” 
“H-he has athorty.” Nadya pronounced it like ath-or-tee, and Shane covered his mouth to stop a laugh at both the pronunciation and the way Ilya’s jaw unhinged over the pertly sarcastic answer. 
“Go get dressed for practice.” Ilya handed over their bags and pointed to the locker room. “Go.” 
“Wait wait wait!” Mariya dug into her skate bag and pulled out her skates. “Will you sign our skates! Cos you’re famous?!” 
“Uh.” Shane checked the time then nodded. “Yeah, come on. I’ve got a silver marker in my office, I’ll sign on the black so it shows.” 
The girls cheered and Ilya sighed, but picked up their bags and followed Shane into the office, waiting patiently and watching maybe fondly as Shane crouched to carefully and neatly write along the bottom edge of the boot on one of Mariya’s skates, then turned and did the same to Nadya’s skate. 
“Okay.” he capped the silver marker and stood back up. “Go on and get dressed.” 
“Look look look!”
"C-Coach wrote a nnnnote!"
Mariya’s skate read ‘my favorite doom bringer’ and Nadya’s skate read ‘my favorite goalie’ and both were signed 'I'm so proud of you--- Coach Hollander'. 
Ilya had to swallow a jolt of emotion over the sweet messages before he could nod and answer, "Is very nice, yes."
The writing would wear off the skates in hardly any time at all, so Ilya pulled out his phone to snap pictures of the signatures before pointing both twins towards the locker room and ordering, “Get dressed. Now. No more fooling around.” 
The girls ran off laughing and talking excitedly and Shane raised his eyebrows, “Well apparently that particular tone of voice carries some ath-or-tee. They listened that time.” 
“Don’t you start with me.” Ilya warned and Shane leaned back against his desk, arms folded and head tilted grinning, “So you watch old videos of me in the mornings, huh?” 
“Obviously.” Ilya checked to make sure no other parents had wandered into the rink yet, then partially closed the office door and sauntered towards the desk, his hands in his pockets and tongue poking at the side of his cheek playfully. “Is best part of waking up.” 
“Folgers?” Shane unfolded his arms once Ilya was close enough to touch and Ilya leaned in to bump their noses together, “Mmm no, I meant jerking off to old videos of you.” 
“Hey–!” Shane shoved him back with a startled laugh, but Ilya caught his wrist and pushed in close again, shifting his grasp from Shane’s wrist to his hand and twining their fingers together. 
“Hi.” he whispered. Shane breathed out slow, a little bit shaky and nodded, close enough for the fringe of his hair to hit Ilya’s forehead, “Hi.” 
“Can I kiss you?” 
“God, yes.” 
“Come here.” Ilya hooked his arm at Shane’s waist and bent in to kiss him, but just before their lips met–-
“Daddy! Nadya needs help with her shoulder pads and I can’t find my socks!” 
Ilya made a frustrated noise and Shane grinned into the few millimeters between their lips. “Duty calls?” 
“I think they could wait long enough to–” 
“Daddy!” 
“Shit.” Ilya could have just dropped a quick kiss onto Shane’s mouth and pulled away. He also could have let the girls wait fifteen seconds so they could get a proper kiss in. He was a parent first, but also desperately wanted way more than fifteen seconds or thirty seconds or even several minutes with Shane. With the memory of their movie night playing in his head and Shane slow blinking up at him, half smiling like he was eager, oh hell, Ilya wanted to lock the office door and forget about the girls and throw the Coach right on the fucking desk.
“Coming, Masha!” Ilya was a parent first and a hard up horndog second, so he squeezed at Shane’s waist and forced himself away. “Shane–” 
“Go help the girls.” Shane’s whole body buzzed with proximity and anticipation and everything thrilling about Ilya being pressed up against him asking for a kiss, but he rolled his shoulders, offered a smile and nodded, “I get it.” 
“Raincheck?” Ilya asked hopefully and Shane agreed, “Raincheck.” 
Just before Ilya stepped out the door, Shane raised his voice, “Ilya. It’s cool to see you being a Dad. A good Dad, I mean. Not that I ever thought you’d be a bad one, it’s just–” 
Ilya’s brow furrowed a little and Shane took a breath before repeating, “You’re a good Dad, Ilya. How you are with the girls is…” he spread his hands in a vague motion, “It’s amazing. You’re doing amazing.
“I am trying." Ilya nodded shortly. "Thank you.” 
He drummed his fingers at the door, then added, “You are good with them too. And I like seeing that. You,” he inclined his head towards Shane, then towards the locker room, “and my girls.” 
Something shifted in Shane’s eyes, curious and maybe hopeful. “Yeah?” 
“Yes.” Fuck Ilya wanted to kiss him. He very nearly did, too. He almost pushed off the door and crowded back into Shane’s space to lick the gorgeous smile right off Shane’s pouty lips, but the double doors to the lobby swung open to admit a handful of parents and noisy players at the same time Nadya started calling for him, so Ilya sighed, tapped his fingers at his mouth twice in Shane’s direction, and went to go be Dad. 
Shane didn't frown about the missed chance for a kiss when he honestly did love seeing Ilya in full Dad mode, but he did frown a little at the repeated hushing. 
What the hell was that all about? 
*****
From Jane: Why do you shush me?
From Lily: What? When? 
From Jane: At practice. You did it after the game before movie night, too. You put your finger to your lips and hush me when other people show up.
Shane took a sip of his ginger ale, then scratched his thumb at his eyebrow before texting again. 
From Jane: Are you worried I’m going to say something to anyone? 
From Lily: What? No. Can I call you? 
From Jane: Not a good time. 
It actually was a perfectly good time. Shane was forcing himself through eating at least most of a well balanced meal, protein and greens and even a starch. He was sipping at a ginger ale so slowly it was going flat. There was no reason Ilya couldn’t call, except that Shane didn’t want to have to say the next part out loud.
From Jane: You don’t have to worry. I won’t tell anyone we’re doing… whatever. I’ll keep it quiet. Like we always did. It’s fine. 
From Lily: Stop. Listen. 
From Jane: I can’t listen to a text message. 
From Lily: Fucking smart ass. READ then. I was not shushing you. I was blowing you a kiss. 
From Jane: What? 
From Lily: Putting fingers to my lips. Blowing you a kiss. I do it with the girls too.
From Jane: Tapping twice? 
From Lily: Two kisses, always. One for each of the girls. With Sveta, goodbye kiss is two taps- one from me, one from girls. 
From Lily: With you is two kisses because I can never just kiss you one time, I always want two kisses. 
“Oh holy fuck.” Shane put his phone down and sat back on the couch, rubbing at his knees, at his thighs, then up and over his face. “Holy–” 
After almost five minutes, his phone chimed again. 
From Lily: I will not do it anymore if you don’t like it. 
From Jane: I didn’t say that. I never said I didn’t like it.
From Lily: Oh so you loved it and are blushing and being shy. That is why you stopped texting.  
From Jane: Fuck off. I’m not shy. 
From Lily: But you are blushing. What color pink are you? Rosy? Scarlet? Flamingo?
*Jane has notifications silenced*
From Lily: You can silence notifications but I know where you work, I will come bother you at practice again and you cannot mute me in person. 
“Fuck.” Shane shoved a bite of potatoes into his mouth and chewed it fast so he could blame the heat in his face and the embarrassingly juvenile pitter patter of his heart on a big meal instead of Ilya’s open admission of always wanting two kisses. “Holy fuck…” 
*****
Thursday practice came around like clockwork, Mariya and Nadya shouted greetings and jumped for high fives as they ran past Shane, and when Ilya moseyed over to the bleachers with his hands in his pockets and a snarky, teasing look on his stupid handsome face, Shane sternly told himself not to smile and determinedly went back to studiously, obsessively filling his plans for the practice. 
“Hullo Coach Hollander.” Ilya slid onto the bench next to him and Shane shook his head, “Don’t start with me, I’ll break this clipboard right over your head.” 
“Oooh sexy clipboard talk.” Ilya unwrapped a toothpick from the cafe and stuck it in his mouth. “So.” 
“Stop.” Shane wrote in Nychele’s name, flipped back a page to see his notes from Monday, then jotted down what he was going to work with her on before the game on Saturday. “Let me get this done.” 
“You really thought I was shushing you?” Ilya didn’t give up, sprawling back with his feet planted wide, elbows on the bench behind him, rolling the toothpick with his tongue. “Like. Kindergarten teacher. One two three, eyes on me.” 
“Ilya.”
“The twins's teacher says, ‘hocus pocus, everybody focus’,” Ilya needled gleefully. “Is that what you thought I was saying to you?” 
“Sir.” The muscle in Shane’s jaw jumped with the effort of clenching his teeth to suppress a smile. “Harrassing the coach is not allowed.” 
“Tootsie roll, lollipop, we were talking, now we stop?” 
“The clipboard threat still stands, Mr. Rozanov.” 
Ilya finally shut up, and sat there looking at Shane’s profile with a small, smitten smile until Shane gave up pretending he was working and set the clipboard aside, clasping his hands between his knees to admit, “Okay. It’s pretty fucking cute. The blowing a kiss thing.” 
“I knew you liked it.” Ilya gave a quick look around the rink to make sure they were still alone, then shifted enough to sweep his fingers slowly up and down Shane’s lower back. “You were blushing flamingo pink, yes?” 
“I think it’s enough to admit I liked it.”  Shane scooched back into the featherlight touch, gratified when Ilya spread his palm wide and warm at the small of his back. “We don’t need to talk about theoretical shades of pink.” 
“Okay.” Ilya’s gaze roved over the span of Shane’s back to the width of his shoulders, to the size of his arms then back to the dip of his waist, then he sat up, keeping his hand steady and low right above Shane’s butt and moving until his chest pushed into Shane’s shoulder, “Can I kiss you?” 
“Yes.” Shane twisted around to meet him with lips already pursed and Ilya smiled into the first kiss, then let the smile fall away so he could cup Shane’s face with his other hand and draw him into another kiss, molding their mouths together and humming happily when Shane’s hand landed on his knee, slid up his thigh, hooked under the hem of his shirt to find a hint of skin. 
The kiss drew out long. No kids hollered for help from the locker rooms, no parents arrived through the double doors with other players in tow, not even the vending machines or heating systems kicked on with any moment interrupting, quiet shattering startle of unexpected noise. Ilya melted into the soft heat of Shane's mouth and shuddered when Shane moaned breathless and needy against his tongue, and oh they needed to pull it back before things got carried away quick.
"Shane." Ilya didn’t have to open his eyes to see if Shane chased the kiss. He heard Shane whisper, “Ilya.” and felt the nudge of Shane’s nose against his own, another pass of lips at his mouth before they pulled all the way apart. 
“I was right.” Ilya brushed his fingers at Shane’s chin, then up to the line of his cheekbone, higher to the freckles on the delicate skin beneath Shane’s eyes. “Definitely flamingo pink.” 
“Fuck right off, Rozanov.” Shane was about the least angry he’d ever been, his hand still under Ilya’s shirt, thumb tracing the little creases of skin where Ilya’s stomach rolled as he sat up.  “Go away and leave me alone.” 
“If you insist.” There was the noise at the double doors as more parents arrived, signalling the end to their too brief, before practice privacy. Ilya slid his lips from the corner of Shane’s mouth to the edge of his ear and whispered, “You better stop blushing before everyone else comes in, though. They’ll think you’ve been canoodling.” 
“Canoodling?” Shane’s eyes cut to the doors as more parents came in and he pulled his hand from under Ilya’s shirt, sliding back several inches and putting his clipboard over his lap as he went. “What the fuck kinda word is that?" 
“I’m a Dad now.” Ilya reminded him with a wink and a strategic prop of his foot up on the bleacher, his coat draped over his legs. “I can’t say sex. Is vulgar.” 
“Vulgar. Right.” Shane huffed a laugh at him. “Um anyway–” 
“Anyway.” Ilya nodded towards the incoming parents. “Get out on the ice, Coach.” 
“Yeah.” Shane took a deep breath and stood up. “See you after?” 
“I’ll stay, yes.” Ilya waited until Shane looked down at him, tapped his lips twice for a kiss and grinned when Shane’s whole face shaded red. “See you after practice.” 
“Fuck.” Shane scrubbed at his mouth, looked to see if anyone was looking in their direction, then bent down and smecked a quick kiss to Ilya’s lips again. “Okay. See you after practice.” 
*****
Saturday
Montbonne was nothing close to city-sized, but it was still one of the largest towns in the surrounding area so almost all of the neighboring hockey teams traveled to them, bussing in from the rural communities to play at the Montbonne community ice rink. The highschool team traveled alot within their division, but the younger teams and especially the children’s teams stayed close to home other than a couple away games in the nearby city. 
The next scheduled game for the team was one of the infrequent away games, the first of the season for the girls and the only one that would require an overnight trip. 
If the girls had been older, the game could have been a day trip. A couple hour bus ride to the city, a couple of hours at the rink, then another few hours home would have been nothing for middle school aged kids, but four hours on the road and the stressful thrill of playing in a new place made for long days and cranky seven year olds, so Shane opted to make it an overnight trip. 
He reached out to the hotel closest to the ice rink to book enough rooms for the chaperones and a handful of girls to stay together, then prepaid for the entire thing. The hotel wasn’t overly expensive, but Shane knew of at least three team parents who would bow out of the overnighter and drive all the way home to Montbonne because they didn’t have the extra money for a hotel, so for the sake of keeping the team together, for the sake of all the fun the team would have playing in the pool and at the pizza and arcade place across the street, and honestly because it wasn’t enough money to even matter to his bank accounts, Shane paid for it all. 
From Mom: Honey, did you just book a block of rooms at a hotel in some random city? I got an alert on your card.
From Shane: Are you tracking my card? 
From Mom: What? No. I’m admittedly an obsessive helicopter parent, but no, I’m not tracking anything. I’m still listed as a contact on some of your older accounts and apparently this card hasn’t been used in a while so it was red flagged. 
From Shane: Oh yeah, I guess I haven’t used it in a while. 
From Mom: And you’re spending a couple thousand on a hotel because…
From Shane: I thought you weren’t tracking me. 
From Mom: I’m not. I’m just nosy. 
From Shane: I’ve been coaching a U9 girls hockey team for the last couple months. We have an away game, so I booked a block of hotel rooms so we could make it an overnight trip. Most of the families are lower income and never get out of Montbonne, so I thought it would be fun. Good team building and camaraderie sort of thing. 
From Mom: YOU’RE DOING WHAT?!! COACHING WHAT?! 
From Dad: Kiddo, I don’t know what you told your Mom, but she is pacing around the kitchen waving her hands and shouting about how she knows more about the goddamn Kardashians than she does her own son anymore, and how mad that makes her. 
From Dad: So….?
From Shane: I’m coaching a U9 girls team. It’s been really good for me and I’m having a great time. 
From Dad: Oh so Mom’s over reacting to some really great news. Good to know. Let us know how your team does and if we can come see a tournament or something. Proud of you, kiddo. Love you. 
From Shane: I love you too, Dad. 
“Alright Montbonne U9 Division girls team!” Shane stood up at the front of the bus and clapped his hands loudly. “Or should I say…” he raised his eyebrows and paused dramatically, “Alright Mighty Loons!” 
Whatever else he planned to say was lost behind the immediate clamor of thirteen screaming girls, half who had voted for stealing the Mighty Ducks name, half of who hated ducks and wanted to be loons instead, and all who broke into shrieked quacks and loud hoots trying their damnest to mimic the birds who populated the lakes and ponds surrounding Montbonne. 
Most of the parents laughed. A few who had known about the team name change ahead of time and had been subjected to several days worth of hooting and quacking looked like they were already a couple Excedrin doses into a migraine. Ilya whipped around and glared at Shane like he was personally offended by the choice of a loon for the team animal. 
“Mighty Loons of Montbonne.” Shane laughed and clapped his hands again, trying to get a handle on the noise. “Is everybody ready? We checked all the bags, everyone has skates, chaperones have their girls?”
A chorus of affirmations rang out from the adults, and Shane turned to Bekah’s dad who had volunteered to drive the bus on one of his rare weekends off, “Alright. Let’s get going.” 
Shane took his seat about halfway back in the bus and pulled out his phone to double check the hotel reservations, the game location and what time they needed to be at the rink, that the party room he’d booked at the pizza arcade place for afterwards was still good to go. Then he switched over to the text chain with his parents to scroll through his mom’s frantic spam texting about 'lack of information' and 'never communicating' and how she wanted to celebrate important things with him—
“Coach Hollander.” 
“Uh, Mr. Rozanov.” Shane startled when Ilya dropped onto the bench seat beside him, glancing around the small bus to see if any of the girls or chaperoning parents were looking. “Chaperones are supposed to be spaced out every three rows with the girls, not sitting two chaperones to a seat?”
“Okay Mr. Rules and Regulations.” Ilya rolled his eyes, then very casually set his hand high on Shane’s leg, and very casually dug his fingers into the inside seam of Shane’s jeans before lowering his voice to ask, “What room are you in at the hotel?”
“I booked rooms on the same floor so it’s easier to keep track of everyone.” Shane sent another nervous look around the bus, then dared to cover Ilya’s hand at his thigh. “But I'm— I’m up on the third floor. I can’t stay as a chaperone in any of the rooms with the girls anyway, so I figured. You know.”
“So if I make sure the twins want to spend the night with their friends and one of the other chaperones?” Ilya prompted and Shane nodded his head just once, just quickly, “Maybe I’ll text you my room number?”
“Mm.” Ilya squeezed his thigh, “Maybe I’ll knock.” 
Ilya got up to find his own seat near the back with the twins, and Shane settled in with his glasses and a book for the two hour journey, content to know the eight attending parents were more than enough to handle the thirteen girls and he could turn his brain off for at least a little while before the game.
But first.
From Jane: I’m pretty sure public groping on a school bus is against the rules.
From Lily: Calm down, Goody Two Shoes. Was not a grope. 
From Jane: Goody Two Shoes?? Fuck you.
From Lily: Later tonight, yes.
Shane put his phone down fast enough for it audibly smack against the seat’s crinkly upholstery. 
From his seat in the back, Ilya saw the quick motion, thought he heard the clap of phone screen against the vinyl and laughed about it, then texted,
From Lily: So you are not interested in finding nice girl to settle down with, kids and house with white picket fence. 
From Shane: Obviously not. At least not the girl part. 
From Lily: What about settling down with a boy? I am not nice, but my dick game makes up for it and my house has white picket fence already. 
From Lily: Unfortunately, the children are goblins and is too late to change that, but if you can manage to wrangle them into behaving like humans, I will bake you sweet treats and feed them to you with my fingers. 
From Lily: Could be fun. *devil face emoji* 
From Jane: Did you say DICK GAME? 
From Lily: I know my strengths. 
Shane quit texting back. Partly because a grown ass man listing his ‘dick game’ as a reason to settle down together was so fucking stupid it made his head hurt, and partly because Ilya joking about settling down together–- and Ilya was joking, Shane was sure of it. Ilya was joking about it, being dumb about it, saying stupid things trying to make Shane laugh and it had worked, Shane was definitely laughing about it.
But Shane didn’t quit texting back because he was laughing at the whole dumb thing. Shane quit texting back because even though Ilya was joking about them settling down together, the idea of it still made him feel… buzzy. Kind of fuzzy. 
Anything other than one-and-done occasional hookups had been off limits, out of bounds, impossible for so long that there hadn’t been any reason for Shane to even briefly consider anything more serious or permanent or acknowledged between the two of them. 
But now they were retired and living in a small town, their lives were intertwined through hockey all over again. Ilya was most definitely joking about settling down together but for the very first time, Shane thought, oh. He thought, huh. He thought, holy shit that could be a real thing and it made his heart race and head spin so he scrunched down on the bus seat with his book held up in front of his face trying to be invisible as he talked himself down from– from whatever. 
It was whatever, Ilya making jokes like that. Whatever, cos talking about any future beyond maybe their next date or the next team practice was insane. Whatever, because there was no way Ilya was really serious so there was no reason for Shane to even be thinking about it, he needed to forget about it and get back to reading his book. 
Whatever. 
The bus ride to the hotel was a relatively quick two hours of excited kids, patiently amused parental interference when the noise got bad, and Shane absolutely not thinking about the settling down thing while also trying not to think too much about Ilya knocking at his hotel door later that night. 
“I’ll go get us checked in at the front desk.” Shane announced as he gathered his bag and stood up. “Parents, please make sure the bus gets all the way cleared out, gather the girls into chaperone groups so we can do a head count, and I’ll be back in a few minutes with room assignments.” 
Shane hurried off the bus and across the parking lot to get to the hotel lobby, ignoring the vibration of his phone in his pocket. Most likely it was Ilya texting something sure to leave him flustered, and since this was the first away trip with him as head coach of the Montbonne U9 girls team the Mighty Loons, Shane needed to be locked in to Coach headspace, not smiling at his phone and getting shivery because his boyfriend– boyfriend? Was Ilya his boyfriend? Holy—
“Coach Hollander!” 
Shane had every intention of not thinking about Ilya or the upcoming night and walking through the hotel doors as a fully capable Coach, but somewhere between him wondering if Ilya was his boyfriend and scrolling through his phone to get the reservation information, someone called his name, “Coach Shane Hollander?” and Shane’s day took an abrupt turn towards uncomfortable. 
Oh fuck. 
She was beautiful. The woman who called his name and stood up from one of the lobby chairs to walk his way was beautiful, but not just beautiful, she was stunning. She could have been a supermodel. She was tall and slender and striking, her wildly curly hair tinted just auburn enough to make her green eyes glow and her full lips red against her olive toned skin. She wore bangles up her wrist, carried a purse from a brand that regularly cost more than most people’s monthly rent, and when she smiled widely bright and with a dimple tucked into one side, she was so obviously Mariya and Nadya’s Mama that it nearly took Shane’s breath away. 
Nearly fucking suffocated him really, cos Svetlana Vetrova hurried across the hotel lobby with a smile and her hands outstretched and Shane’s chest seized up so tight all he could do was stand there and stare. 
Svetlana Vetrova. 
“I don’t mean to ambush you.” She laughed once she was close, reaching to clasp his hand between both of hers. “But I haven’t seen the girls play once this season and when Ilya said you were headed this way for a game, I booked a quick flight to surprise them!” 
Shane told himself to answer. To nod. To smile, to talk, to blink, to do anything, but he froze up cold, his eyes darting all over her face and breath coming shallow. “I– I um–” 
“It’s weird, right?” Shane felt locked up, clogged up, fucked up trapped in his own head staring frozen, but Svetlana didn’t seem to notice as she pressed her slim fingers into his palm and leaned in to whisper conspiratorially, “Finally meeting one another after all this time? I feel like I’ve known you for fifteen years, but this is the first time we’ve ever had a conversation. It’s so crazy.” 
Conversation. Talking. Shane was supposed to be having a conversation, Shane was supposed to be talking, but all he could do was blink blink blink at the stunning woman who held his hand like she knew him and whispered like they were long time friends, and smiled the same way Nadya and Mariya smiled. 
“I wasn’t sure how the room situation would work with all the chaperones, but I thought I could peek and see which rooms you have, then book one adjoining?” She asked pleasantly. “If it’s not too much of a problem, if it wouldn’t mess up where everyone’s sleeping or anything.” 
The words came at Shane from down a long tunnel, first echoing and rattling around the empty shock in his head and then muffling out beneath the rush of oh no and oh fuck and panic.
Shane was supposed to be having a conversation, was supposed to be talking, but he was stuck staring down at Svetlana's hand in his, long fingers and flawless warm skin and manicured nails, she was soft and stunning and smelled like money, something floral and expensive and feminine, she was Ilya’s best friend, Ilya’s ex wife, Mama to Ilya’s kids, she was everything Shane wasn’t, exactly opposite and exactly who Ilya had needed for all the difficult moments in his life and Shane was– he was–
– “No, it’s not a problem.” Shane’s chest hurt, head hurt, heart hurt because he hadn’t breathed in ages, he hadn’t breathed in– in like ten minutes, he had to breathe, the steel bands at his chest had to loosen so he could breathe, surely Svetlana would notice that he’d been quiet not breathing just staring for like ten fucking minutes. 
But, “It is weird.” Words. Tunnel. Noisy then muffled because Shane said them out loud but didn’t mean them and didn’t mean to say them. He was so sure he was wholly shut down, but his mouth moved and the words came out, did he sound robotic? Shane thought he must sound robotic the way his Mom complained that he sounded robotic when he was overwhelmed in a situation but too polite to just fucking leave and his body went on autopilot. 
Thank Christ for autopilot. 
Shane said, “No, it’s not a problem you’re here.” and it apparently sounded perfectly normal and not robotic and obviously it hadn’t been ten minutes since he breathed or since he blinked, because Svetlana lit up with another one of those painfully familiar smiles, and then Shane said, “It is weird that we’ve never actually met though. Like uh– like we were orbiting each other for a really long time and finally crashed in to meet, huh?” 
“So weird, I know.” Svetlana pressed at his hand again, her earrings tinkling as she laughed. “So the room thing…?” 
“Yeah. Uh.” Autopilot. All those years of Yuna not letting Shane run away when he got anxious, and David practicing quick answers and easy sentences with Shane so he didn’t shut down panicking finally paid off. “So all the rooms have two queen sized beds and a pull out sofa.” 
Shane rattled off the information and told himself to blink. Couldn’t look her right in the eye, so he  gestured around the lobby, out towards the parking lot as he explained, “You know, some chaperones are traveling with their kiddos and others are overseeing a couple of the girls, so there’s plenty of room. Um.” 
Blink. He scratched his nose. Had to do something with his hands. Autopilot speech, autopilot motions. “I don’t see why you can’t stay with Ilya and the girls.” 
“That’s amazing, thank you so much.” Svetlana tilted her head, her sweet smile softening at the edges, “You know, it really is great to finally meet you. I know this isn’t the time or place for the two of us to sit and have a heart to heart, but I hope you and I get at least a few minutes this weekend to chat.” 
“Chat.” Shane nodded jerkily, then nodded again when he thought maybe the first one had been too obviously empty, too obviously fake. “Right. Yeah. Maybe. We can see how it goes.” 
“I hope we get some time. You’ve been such a big part of Ilya’s life for so long, and now you’re such a big part of my girls’s lives.” She laughed again, melodic and soft and exactly how the twins laughed when they weren’t cackling like little devils over a prank or joke. “They talk about you all the time. Do you know how hard Nadya laughed when you played along with the Ghostface thing? Her little face turned all red and she was squealing all high pitched and Mariya was doing that silent, whole body shaking laugh thing! They adore you.” 
“They’re good kids.” Blink. Breathe. Swallow. Shane’s mouth and throat were so dry, he thought maybe his skin was drying out cracking on the surface brittle like he’d shatter if she squeezed his hand one more time. “Really amazing girls. I’ve enjoyed having them on the team.”
“You know, Ilya always says you’re not nice, you’re just quiet so everyone thinks you’re polite?” Svetlana winked at him. “But I think you’re a sweetheart. Every bit as nice as I always heard.” 
“Um–” There was no autopilot setting for that kind of statement, so Shane just blinked. Breathed. “Um–” 
“I’m going to go say hi to the girls.” She let go of his hand. “So nice to finally officially meet you, Coach.” 
“Really nice to finally officially meet you too.” 
Svetlana swept her way out the lobby doors, turning every head in the room as she went. 
Shane detoured left away from the check-in desk, left away from the employee waiting for him to check in, left towards the closest bathroom and left into the closest stall, and dropped to his knees to be sick into the toilet as all the messy reality that had marred the first attempt at a not date for him and Ilya roiled back up ugly and unignorable and obvious. 
Fuck. 
Oh fuck.
*****
“MAMA!” 
Svetlana didn’t know her unexpected appearance had ripped Shane from a blushy, buzzy, boyfriend themed headspace and left him spiraling, choking, throwing up sick in the hotel lobby bathroom. 
She was thrilled to have finally met the Shane Hollander, the Coach Shane Hollander who both her best friend and her girls couldn’t stop talking about, she was thrilled to skip out of work in time to take a quick flight from Boston and see the twins play, and when she stepped out from the hotel lobby and into the parking lot, Svetlana was thrilled enough to almost cry when Mariya spotted her immediately and screeched at the top of her lungs before yanking Nadya away from their friends and making a beeline for her. 
“Mama!” 
“Mmmama! Mama, wh-wh-what–what–what—!” 
“Hi, my little loves.” Svetlana crouched down and opened her arms, wheezing theatrically when both girls barreled right into her. “Hi beauties, how are you?” 
“What are you doing here?” Mariya crowed, and Svetlana kissed her square on the forehead, “I wanted to see you play!” then scooped Nadya into a tighter hug, holding her close and murmuring for her to, “Settle, settle, Nadyushka, it’s alright. Breathe and try again.” when Nadya’s words got tripped up stammering, stuck on a single syllable because she couldn’t calm down enough to form the letters. “Dyshi, milayi. Skazhi eto po-russki, hm?” 
Nadya switched to Russian and the words immediately came easier. She grabbed onto the lapels of Svetlana’s expensive coat and only tripped over a few syllables as she rattled off a dozen questions about where her Mama had come from and how long she was staying and if she would cheer for them the loudest in the stands. 
“Sveta.” Ilya switched to Russian as well as he made his way over, setting the girls bags aside so he could pull her up into a quick hug. “What are you doing here?” 
“I made myself sad thinking about how I’ve been too busy to see the girls play even one game so far this season.” Svetlana set her long nails at his chin and smiled before pressing a kiss to his cheek, then carefully wiping away the print of her lipstick. “When you said this would be an away game, I clocked out of work early and caught a flight to the city, then an Uber to the hotel. I didn’t want to miss another one. You don’t mind?” 
“Konechno, nyet. I am glad you are here.” Ilya hefted the bags up over his shoulder again. “You can stay in our room? Coach said all rooms have two beds and a pull out sofa.” 
“Coach,” her green eyes twinkled at him. “Told me the same thing.” 
“You met him.” Ilya craned his neck to look over her shoulder, frowning when he couldn’t see Shane through the lobby doors. “Did you talk to him?” 
“I did, only for a minute. I hope we get to spend time together after the game.” she lowered her voice a notch when one of the other moms spotted her and waved before starting their way. “How is it with him lately?” 
“Please.” Ilya scoffed at her as if offended, “I do not kiss and tell.” 
“I have heard every sordid detail of everyone you’ve ever fucked.” she scoffed right back, then paused for emphasis and raised a finely arched brow, “Except for Jane. You do not tell me things about them.” 
“No.” No. Before they were married, Ilya had shared and perhaps overshared details of his hook ups and conquests with Svetlana, often times over vodka, often times after the two of them had finished hooking up and were lounging around talking. He had been secretive and careful about Shane back before, had been honest and broken about Shane when he’d left for Russia and hadn’t been able to hide his aching heart from his oldest friend, and now he was not so much secretive about Shane as he was greedy keeping the good things for himself, all the little smiles and the way Shane’s nose scrunched when he laughed and how every kiss lately felt like some sort of hopeful promise. 
No, Ilya did not talk about those things with Svetlana, but he nodded and admitted, “I keep kicking my younger self for being stupid and scared about him.” 
“Ilyushka, your younger self had reason to be scared.” she murmured, and when he only nodded, she coaxed, “Not anymore though? At least tell me that much?” 
“No, I am still stupid and scared, maybe more now.” Ilya confessed with a crooked little smile. “But things are good. Yes.” 
“Good.” she brushed at his cheek lightly. “Incoming nosy team parents, so stop looking so lovesick or they will think we are getting back together.” 
“The horror.” Ilya deadpanned and she elbowed him laughing, then turned with a big smile and a quick clap of her hands, “Matilde! How are you! I haven’t seen you in so long!” 
At some point between Svetlana being swarmed by the other team moms and the kids getting cranky with standing in the parking lot, Shane came back outside. Ilya spotted him immediately, lifted his arm immediately trying to catch Shane’s attention and wave him over, but Shane ignored him. 
No one noticed. Ilya did, though. 
To everyone else gathered in the parking lot and to anyone who happened to be passing by and observing the loosely orchestrated chaos, it seemed like Coach Shane Hollander was simply in full Coach mode, busily passing out maps of the hotel so everyone could find their rooms and busily dividing up the room keys so every chaperone had one to carry at all times and one as a spare. Shane’s smile probably looked normal, his voice sounded maybe a smidge stricter than usual but hey, organizing and overseeing an overnight trip for a gaggle of seven and eight year olds required a lot of concentration and a lot of effort, so no one noticed if Shane seemed more tense than he had a few minutes previous, or if maybe his posture was too locked down to be casual. 
Ilya noticed, though.  
“Okay chaperones.” Shane kept talking sort of stilted, kept standing almost painfully straight with his hands full and smile brittle around the edges and Ilya frowned about it. “I’ve got maps of the hotel, all the rooms are on the first floor so we don’t have to worry about stairs and elevators and I’m gonna pass out the room keys randomly, you guys can swap so everyone is where they want to be. Remember, chaperones need to text the group chat to confirm which girls are in which rooms so I have a running list in case anything happens.” 
Mariya went darting up to grab their room key and a map of the hotel and Ilya frowned when Shane’s smile was a little less bright, when he shook his head as she tried to tug his hand and pull him over to meet her Mama. 
“I’m gonna get up to my room and unpack, then over to the ice rink to figure out where everything is.” Shane didn’t look at Ilya and the girls, didn’t look at the other parents and kids, no one else probably noticed in the clamor and chaos but Ilya sure as hell noticed that Shane was talking to a spot just over everyone’s shoulders, staring at some point in the distance even when he threw his arm out motioning to the ice rink across the street from the hotel. “I’ll be back by 3:30pm to meet everyone in the lobby so we can head to the rink together, okay?” 
Everyone agreed. Everyone scattered. Hotel maps and room keys acquired, the kids all grabbed at their parents or designated chaperone’s hand and started bodily dragging the adults towards the doors while shrieking questions about the pool, about the arcade Coach had mentioned for after the game, about snacks and dinner and whether or not they could jump on the bed. 
Iya kept watching Shane, brows furrowed as Shane very quickly got out of a conversation with Mr. Davis and very efficiently got the last clump of bags and belongings sorted to the right kids, then flashed a very perfunctory smile at that spot over everyone’s shoulders before turning on his heel and setting off around the corner of the hotel, probably to a side door that would get him to his room without having to see or talk to anyone else.
Huh. 
“Ilya?” Svetlana urged, and Ilya turned back to her and the girls with a quick smile, “Yes. Let’s go.” 
From Lily: Everything okay? 
*Jane has notifications silenced*
*****
It had never occurred to Shane how many times during a practice or game he looked into the stands at the parents and specifically to find Ilya, until every time he looked up into the crowd of parents and siblings at the game, he saw Svetlana sitting next to Ilya on the bleachers. 
Fuck. 
Shane looked away again. Again again again. He couldn’t help it. Couldn’t help seeking out Ilya from among the faces in the crowd, and couldn’t help jerking away recoiling when he saw her too. 
Not because they were difficult to look at. No, Ilya and Svetlana were the sort of couple who belonged on magazine covers and had been on magazine covers when she’d accompanied him to awards ceremonies or fundraiser galas back when Ilya played for Boston. They were such a striking pair sitting together with Ilya’s sharply handsome features and Svetlana’s movie star good looks that even parents and spectators from the other team were craning their heads to look, whispering among themselves gossiping because maybe they recognized Ilya from when he played or maybe they recognized Svetlana from some of her modeling work, or maybe the two of them were so clearly out of place on the bleachers of a U9 girls hockey game, people couldn’t help but stop and stare. 
Shane didn’t know if the curdling feeling in his stomach was jealousy or insecurity or sadness or something worse, like the bitter reminder and realization and visually forced acknowledgment that no matter his daydreams or how much Ilya liked to kiss him, Svetlana had been there before Shane had come along, she’d been there when he was gone, and she was still there, would always be there. 
And it was fine. It was fine. She was Mama and Ilya’s best friend and Shane knew he was over reacting, he knew he was. 
But no amount of mentally scolding himself to keep it together or endless reminders that Svetlana and Ilya were only friends and only co-parents was enough to drown the lingering, gnawing, fear of being replaceable in Ilya’s life the same way Shane had been abruptly replaceable on the Metros, in the world of hockey, in the record books. 
Fuck. He missed earlier in the day when he’d only been thinking about a simple goodnight kiss. 
“He’s moving well on the ice.” Svetlana took a sip of her soda, then tilted the straw so Ilya could take a drink too. “How many surgeries did he have on his leg?” 
“I think two, but his foot is screwed together, same with his leg. Knee still hurts some days.” Ilya put his fingers to his lips and whistled when Nadya threw herself down in the crease to stop a puck from sneaking by. “But yes, he is moving good. Much better than he used to.” 
Later, “Look how responsive the girls are with him.” Svetlana marveled, peeling off a piece of the giant pretzel to dunk in the almost boiling nacho cheese. “The entire team pulls right in and listens to him, even Masha. Is he a very strict coach?” 
“He does not even raise his voice.” Ilya shook his head, then jumped to his feet clapping when Mariya won a face off with a bigger girl from the other team. “I think is combination of good kids responding to a good person and good Coach.” 
“Shane is wonderful with them.” Matilde turned around to add to the conversation. “You know, he even repeats things in French for my Nychele and for Angie sometimes to be sure they understand the practice drills or new maneuver. We all love him.” 
“I can see why.” Svetlana agreed with her, and once Matilde had turned back to the game, Svetlana elbowed Ilya very sharply and hissed, “Fix your face. You are in your thirties, stop looking so pissy and jealous just because someone else has a crush on the Coach!” 
Ilya rolled his eyes and she elbowed him again until he glared at her and at least made an effort to rearrange his face into something less annoyed by Matilde’s enduring infatuation with Shane.  
Near the end of the game, Svetlana unfolded her map of the hotel and tapped her finger at the highlighted section of rooms, the description underneath that read, ‘Room Block for Mighty Loons'. 
“The Mighty Loons, huh?” she slanted a devious look in Ilya’s direction. “You must hate that.” 
“Is stupid noisy bird.” Ilya was predictably grumpy about the mention of his least favorite Canadian animal. The citizens of Montbonne loved the loons who came to the lake every spring to lay their eggs and fill the night with their songs, but one time Ilya had thought the haunting howling noise was a wolf and neither Svetlana nor the girls had ever let him live it down. “They should have just been Mighty Ducks. No one cares about copyright infringement with little girls, it would have been fine.” 
“Pussy.” Svetlana clicked her tongue at him. “Scared of a noisy duck—!” 
The sound of their laughter carried all the way out onto the ice. 
Shane cupped his hands around his mouth and called for a time out so the girls could have a quick water break, and didn’t let himself look. 
****
11:30 that night found Shane still wide awake in his third floor hotel room, too worked up to sleep, too frozen in place mentally scattered to do anything other than scroll through the commercials and crappy late night shows. 
From Lily: What is a girl to do in the city on a night like this? 
He was not gonna panic, he was not thinking about her and them and how pretty of a family they were, no Shane wasn’t going down that rabbit hole, he wasn’t gonna spiral over something so stupid and pointless, Svetlana was Mama and best friend and Shane was—
From Lily: If only someone would come look at the moon with me and tell me I am prettier than all the stars, I would give them my virginity SO fast. 
Shane needed to relax because no matter the history between he and Ilya and how every single kiss felt like more, at this point he was still only Coach. It had only been a few kisses and Ilya was joking about settling down, it was a joke, it didn’t matter, Shane was over complicating things and rushing things for no fucking reason, he needed to stop.
From Lily: Okay, is depressing when I cannot even give my virginity away. What is going on with you?
Shane’s notifications were fully silenced, his phone on Do Not Disturb mode, and it was only cos he was already scrolling aimlessly through social media that he even saw the incoming call notification at the top of the screen. 
His heart jumped right into his throat when he saw Lily’s name pop up, and after three, four, five rings worth of indecision, he picked up. 
“Hello? 
“You do not want to come look at the moon and stars and take my virginity?” Ilya started off immediately snarky, laughing as he complained, “I do not want to admit it, but you are very sexy when you are playing hard to get, Shane Hollander.” 
“Hard to get.” Shane gave up on the pointless TV shows and clicked the television off, plunging the room into darkness other than the light from his phone and the single small lamp by the headboard. “I’m not playing hard to get, Ilya. I’m just not gettable. Not tonight.” 
“I thought you were going to text me your room number.” 
“Yeah. I thought about it.” Shane had thought about it until he made himself sick about it. “But then I thought about how I’m supposed to be focused on the team, and being backup for any of the chaperones who need it. I’ve got a ton of things to do and it’s risky to hang out, right? Don’t want to risk any of the kids seeing us and asking questions and you know.” 
He blew out a slow breath. “You get on my nerves. So.” 
“You like me.” Ilya countered, smug and playfully accusatory, and Shane couldn’t find the energy to sound anything other than exhausted when he muttered, “Yeah, I do. But all the other reasons still stand.” 
The call went quiet for a minute. Shane didn’t know how to fill the silence. He sat on the edge of the bed pinching the bridge of his nose trying to stave off a migraine and worried at the inside of his cheek and didn’t know what the hell to say. 
Then. 
“Shane.” Ilya was quiet. Careful. “I did not know Sveta was coming to the game. And I am sorry you are uncomfortable or–-or upset about it. You do not need to be. There is no reason to–” 
“It’s fine, Ilya.” Shane cut him off. Pinched at his nose harder. “Other chaperones invited their partner, too. It’s not–” 
“I did not know Svetlana was going to be here.” Ilya repeated, firmer that time. “And is not the same as Janey or Bailey’s Dad coming along, I know it is not the same. You care about Sveta being here.” 
Shane didn’t respond to Ilya stating the obvious, and after a few seconds, Ilya prodded, “It is difficult for you to see us together with the girls?” 
“No.” Shane lied right through his teeth. “Nope. It’s fine. You guys are a good looking family, it’s crazy how much the girls take after Svetlana, they're like her mini-me's."
“I forget sometimes.” Ilya ignored Shane’s attempt at deflecting. At downplaying and denying and hiding. “What is normal for me and Sveta is not normal for most people, especially not divorced people. It has been like this for so long, I forget it could be weird or uncomfortable. I don’t want you to be upset.” 
“I’m not upset.” Lies lies lies. Shane was so bad at lying. “I’m glad you guys have a healthy co-parenting relationship. Seems like a good solid arrangement, and uh–” 
“Shane.” Ilya didn’t want polite. He said, “Shane.” and it was scolding, reproachful, disappointed that after everything, Shane was trying to lie to him when Ilya was trying to honestly figure it out. “Come on.”      
“Fine.” Shane flopped back on the bed, an arm over his eyes and the phone held tight to his ear. “Your ex-wife is here and it's weirding me out."
“My best friend.” Ilya corrected. “Yes.” 
“Ex-wife.” Shane maintained, but Ilya insisted, “Svetlana is my best friend and Mama to our girls. That is more important than how she used to be married with me. This is who she is now. Only thing that matters.” 
He hesitated, then sounded almost amused when he asked, “Would it help if you I told you she is rooting for us?” 
“What?” Shane jolted upright on the bed again. “What? No. No, that actually makes it worse.” Fuck, he hated that idea. “Ilya that’s actually worse because what–-what, if we did meet up tonight, she’d know exactly where you went and what you were doing and with who?” 
“Not exactly.” Ilya hedged. “I do not kiss and tell details about you and us. But yes. She would know I was with you.”
“And that’s not weird to you.” 
“No.” 
“Well it’s really fucking weird to me.” Shane bit at his thumbnail, shredding it between his teeth in a burst of anxiety. “And listen. Listen. Fuck.” he scrubbed at his mouth. “Ilya, I know you were joking about the settling down thing. I know you were. But it was nice to– to think about.” 
Admitting it out loud made Shane feel small and young and naive. He screwed his eyes shut and admitted it anyway. “It was nice to think about for a few minutes. But then Svetlana showed up and it um– it just reminded me that uh–” 
That it would be so fucking easy for you to erase me and replace me and move on like you did after Vegas. Like my team, my fans, and so many of my friends erased me and replaced me and moved on after I got hurt. 
It wasn’t the same thing. Vegas. Retiring. Vegas had been the consequence of a scared kid making tough decisions and another scared kid who wasn’t brave enough to ask about it. Retirement had been medical and necessary and no one’s fault at all. Neither one meant Ilya would erase him and replace him and move on now just because Svetlana had showed up to one game but holy shit. 
Holy shit, no amount of Shane trying to be calm and logical and rational about the situation was able to shut down the part of his head and heart that kept telling him to cut his losses and run before he got hurt again. 
“Shanychka.” When Shane trailed off quiet for too long, Ilya said very softly, “We should talk about this. About Svetlana and us, yes?” 
“I don’t want to talk about your ex-wife and us hooking up.” Those were the wrong words to use. Svetlana wasn’t just the ex-wife and even in the middle of his noisy messy mindset, Shane knew he and Ilya would never just be hooking up, it would always be more between them. 
But he said 'ex-wife' and 'hooking up' to try and keep some distance, to try and keep some control. 
“I don’t want to talk about it.” He didn’t know if he was working to convince Ilya… or himself. 
“Shane–” 
“Hey, remember the thing about how you either give me time and space to work through shit, or I end up being mean about?” Shane asked sharply defensively panicked when yet another soft ‘Shane’ from Ilya left him shaking. “Remember that? Cut it out or hang up, I don’t want to talk about it!" 
“Okay.” Ilya sounded a little bit lost, maybe a little bit resigned. “Can I still see you tonight?” 
“You still want to see me.” Shane asked in disbelief. “I just told you I was gonna be mean if you don’t drop this."
“I’ll drop it.” Ilya assured him. “But you could be mean anyway. Bring it on. I love being bullied by pretty people.” 
“Jesus Christ.” Just that fast, all the anger whooshed from Shane’s body, his shoulders dropping and jaw unclenching under Ilya’s quiet acceptance and acknowledgment that he needed time, the unspoken willingness to wait, to keep waiting, to not get tired of waiting for Shane to figure his shit out. 
“I think.” Shane wanted to say yes. Instead he shook his head and put a hand to his chest trying to stop the overwhelmed tremor starting down deep in his core, “I think taking this um–- this thing any further at a hotel full of players and their families isn’t–- maybe we should wait until we can be somewhere more discreet, right?” 
“We used to do this in hotels all the time.”
“No I know, it’s just—”
“I want to see you tonight.” There it was, the blunt honesty that never failed to make Shane’s heart race while simultaneously cutting through the buzz and fuzz and noise in his head until conversations and decisions and even ratcheting spiking whirling emotions settled down simple. “Even if you are stressed about Svetlana. Even if you want to yell at me or whatever. I want to see you anyway. Do you want to see me?”
“Yes. Fuck.” Shane said yes and meant it, but then he gave in again to the wriggle of fear in his heart and backtracked, “But seriously. Tonight probably isn’t a good idea. Everything seems really complicated all the sudden so–” 
There was a knock on his hotel room, and Shane pulled his phone away from his ear and frowned at the door in confusion. Another knock, just as fast and firm as the first, and Shane unfolded off the bed and shuffled across the carpet to check the peephole and see who was bothering him at damn near midnight. 
Ilya. 
…what? 
“Ilya.” Shane unlocked the door and swung it open, glancing both ways down the hall to see if anyone was awake and out and looking in their direction. “What are you doing here? How did you get my room number?” 
“You gave everyone a highlighted print out of rooms on the first floor, but there was a room number on third floor highlighted too, marked as reserved under the “Mighty Loons. I took a guess.” Ilya looked Shane over from head to toe, smiling when he realized Shane was wearing his pajamas, the borrowed shirt and plaid bottoms Shane hadn’t yet returned after their movie night. “You look pretty.” 
“Holy shit.” Shane’s throat jerked when he swallowed hard. “Ilya. This–-this isn’t a good idea.” 
“Maybe.” Ilya acknowledged with a short nod, then raised his eyebrows pointedly, hopefully, “But we’ve had worse ideas, yes?” 
“Fuck.” Shane gave in, quit fighting what he wanted by getting lost in everything he was scared of and said, "Yes." then tossed his phone onto the table and grabbed for Ilya with both hands, dragging him into a kiss, “Yeah we’ve had worse ideas. Come here.” 
“Shane.” Ilya kicked the door shut behind him and fumbled to lock it, turning the deadbolt as best he could without breaking the kiss for too long, and getting his hands back on Shane as fast as he could manage. “We can talk–” he stripped his shirt off when Shane yanked at it, tossing the long sleeve somewhere towards the sofa. “If you want to talk. About Sveta or the thing I said about settling down, we can talk about it –” 
“I don’t want talk about those things.” Shane raked his nails across Ilya’s bare back, digging his fingers into the bulk of muscle at Ilya’s shoulders and pulling him in closer. “Not right now, definitely not right now. Too complicated. I don’t wanna–” he sucked a hard kiss to Ilya’s jaw as he fumbled with Ilya’s pants, pushing them down and out of the way. “I don’t wanna talk about complicated things.” 
“Let’s talk about something uncomplicated then.” Ilya scooped Shane right off the floor, carrying him the few steps to the bed and laying him out on the rumpled blankets. “Like why you,” he kicked out of his pants and underwear and crawled naked up the bed to cage Shane in, bracing over him and bending down to cover his mouth in another searing, sucking kiss. “are wearing my pajamas?” 
“I only brought them along to give back to you.” Shane insisted, and Ilya laughed under his breath, pushing Shane’s knees apart and settling onto him, “Is why you are wearing them tonight? Because you were going to give them back?” 
“Ohhhh fuck.” Shane moaned out loud when Ilya lay all the way against him, heavy and hot and already hard digging into his leg, arms bent and biceps flexed, shoulders broad and yeah, a little bit softer than he used to be, but still big enough to pick Shane up and toss him around, still solid enough to handle Shane and strong enough that Shane could handle him and no one would get hurt. No one would break. 
Shane wrapped his hands at the width of Ilya’s arms and closed his eyes, mouth falling open in breathless pant cos it felt so fucking good to be pinned down heavy for a few minutes, it blanked his mind right out and left him stunned. 
But, “F-fuck right off, Rozanov.” he managed when he remembered to talk and remembered to smile up into Ilya’s gorgeous blue eyes. “Maybe I’ll just go ahead and keep your stupid pajamas.” 
“Keep them.” Ilya’s face did something complex, something emotional, something very nearly soft for the few seconds where Shane looked like he would be happy to lay there pinned. Then Shane planted both hands at his ass and rocked up into him, grinding the length of his cock into Ilya’s hip, and all thoughts of soft disappeared as Ilya swore out loud, dropping his head onto Shane’s shoulder and groaning, “Keep them and let me fuck you.” 
And, “Shane.” Ilya wrapped his hand at Shane’s throat, big palm spanning Shane’s neck and his thumb pressing in over Shane’s pulse as he mouthed and licked his way down to Shane’s chest. “Can I fuck you?” 
“N-no, I can’t.” Shane’s head fell against the pillows, breath coming harsh when Ilya’s hold at his neck tightened almost reflexive, maybe unconscious to each lift of his hips, each dig of his cock into Ilya’s leg. “I can’t um–” 
“You can’t?” Ilya pulled away to check in, “Something is wrong?” 
“Nothing's wrong. But I'm not ready. I’m not–” Shane shook his head, embarrassed. He couldn’t meet Ilya’s gaze, so he focused on the necklace hanging down between them, the glint of gold against Ilya’s bare chest . “I’d need a shower first. A uh– a long one. I didn’t get ready cos I was freaking out, and now I feel fucking stupid about it, so-–” 
“Not stupid, no.” Ilya lay back down, covering Shane with his whole body so Shane would make another one of those punched out, wanting noises and went back to kissing along his throat, down to his collarbone, further to the swell of his chest. “Next time, yes?” 
Shane probably should have denied it, should have at least given it a little thought before immediately agreeing, he probably shouldn’t have committed to next time when his head was still messed up and his heart was all over the place, but, “Yes.” he arched into the sting of teeth at his nipple, knotted his fingers in Ilya’s hair and keened under the heat of Ilya’s mouth pulling at him, “Yes.” because everything about everything else was complicated, but this with Ilya had always been so beautifully simple. “Next time.”  
“Let me see you.” The room was dark except for the small lamp at the headboard, but Ilya still groaned like he was awestruck starving when he dragged the borrowed pajama pants down and could get his hands all over Shane fully naked for the first time in years. 
“Oh fuck, Shane.” Ilya didn’t hesitate to devour him, first with his hands and then with his mouth and his tongue tracking down over Shane’s body. Shane squirmed a little fighting the urge to cover up, but Ilya didn’t let him hide, didn’t let him flinch away. He pressed grasping and kneading at Shane’s chest and down his side, across his stomach and at his waist, leaving wet kisses in his wake and nosing practically nuzzling through the hair at the base of Shane’s cock and further down at his balls. Shane gasped and tried to lift into him, but Ilya didn’t stop, wriggling further down the bed and shoving Shane’s thighs apart as he went so he could push his face into the pillow soft skin and trace the faint stretch marks with his tongue. 
“Okay like this?” Ilya handled Shane’s left knee carefully, propping it up over his arm and then up over his shoulder to open Shane up for more, and Shane babbled, “Yeah yeah yeah, that’s fine, I’m fine like— fuck–!” 
Shane’s mouth fell open, back bowing up off the bed when Ilya licked up his cock and then took him all the way into his mouth in the same motion. “Ilya—!” He flailed around searching for something to hold, grabbing at Ilya’s hair, at Ilya’s shoulders before he clenched his fists tight into the sheets, flopping back onto the bed, “Oh fuck, that’s so good.” 
“Here. Open.” Ilya pulled off Shane’s cock after a few leisurely licks, and slid back up Shane’s body to get two fingers at Shane’s mouth and order, “Open.” 
Shane opened up obediently, drew Ilya’s fingers into his mouth and sucked up at them noisily until Ilya croaked, “Fuck.” and bent forward to kiss Shane around the push of his fingers, sliding his tongue in alongside Shane’s until the pool of saliva left his fingers spit slick and soaking wet. 
“Enough, Shanychka, enough. Good job.” Ilya kissed him again as he slid his fingers free, swallowing the thready moan from Shane and reveling in the quick peek of Shane’s dark eyes gone hazy and soft before he moved back down Shane’s body and asked, “Is okay right here? Just a little?” 
“Fuck…” Shane moaned, legs falling further open when blunt, slick fingers pressed at his hole. “Ilya...” 
“Not inside.” Ilya promised hoarsely. “Not this time. But is okay to touch you? Just a little bit?” 
“Y-yeah. That’s– yeah. Don’t stop. It’s okay, but please–” Shane rocked his hips up, the leaking head of his cock smearing pre come against Ilya’s stomach. “Please.” 
“Yes.” Ilya sounded like he growled for it, his voice gone low and rough as he licked Shane base to tip, lapping at the spill of precome from the slit then swallowing him back down. He rubbed purposefully at the furled skin at Shane’s entrance, the pad of his thumb just rough enough to make Shane whine and writhe and bear down like he wanted more. Ilya didn’t press inside, didn’t break his promise, only kept circling pressure at Shane’s rim and bobbed his head up and down fully willing to choke on Shane’s cock, taking him into his throat and hollowing his cheeks sucking tight until Shane’s thighs were shaking, the only sound in the room the crudely wet sound of Ilya mouth sliding along his length and Shane’s harsh breathing getting louder and louder as he rocketed towards finishing. 
“Ilya, I’m gonna cum.” Shane wanted to slow down and make it last. The not-date had been too much too fast, over too soon after too long apart, and there in the hotel he wanted to take some time to enjoy it but oh he was too worked up, oh Ilya was too greedy for him, and all too soon– “Fuck, I’m gonna cum, Ilya—!” 
He barely got the words out before Ilya was humming in response, his throat tightening and the noise vibrating around the head of Shane’s cock until his vision whited out. Ilya felt up over Shane’s abdomen to get his hand over Shane’s heart, squeezing and kneading at his chest and Shane had just enough time to grab at Ilya’s hand and hold tight before, “Fuck, I’m—!” his cock was throbbing, swelling up another notch harder before he spilled down Ilya’s throat. 
Ilya spread his hand wide at Shane’s sternum and took it all, swallowing and gulping and digging his fingers into Shane’s chest, dragging his tongue at the underside of Shane’s cock to coax everything from him until Shane curled up off the bed cursing, almost sobbing, overstimulated and overwhelmed. 
“Shane.” Ilya pulled off slowly, then shifted sideways off Shane’s body and scooted up the bed to crush a kiss to his mouth, stretching out long and laying half over Shane to press him to the mattress. Shane was shaking, grabbing at the sheets and at the blankets with each breath coming ragged and Ilya pried Shane’s hands loose from the sheets to fold his arms over his chest and lay harder against him, petting down Shane’s side and rubbing at his stomach, as Shane struggled to come down and come back from it. 
“Settle settle, sweetheart, is okay.” Ilya mumbled against Shane’s flushed skin, murmuring a mix of Russian and English punctuated by a flurry of little kisses, “You did so good, you are beautiful, good job, good job, breathe, yes good, take your time, just breathe…"
Eventually, the comforting rumble of Ilya’s words pierced through the cloudy, floaty daze in Shane’s mind and he stirred trying to move, “Sorry. Fuck. I um–” he shook his head again, trying to clear away the fog. “Sorry, come here. Let me–” 
“No, is okay.” Ilya soothed him quickly, thoroughly enjoying the bliss etched into Shane’s stunning features, the lack of stress or tension at his brow, the loose and lazy tilt to Shane’s lips. “Take your time.” 
“You say that.” Shane turned his head to find Ilya’s lips, sighing into a real kiss Ilya was all too happy to give him. “But you know, you’re kind of humping a hole through my hip right now.” 
“Sorry.” Ilya wrapped a big hand at Shane’s hip and squeezed him tight, rutting his cock harder into Shane’s leg as he did. “But can you blame me? Fuck, Shane. You are so…”
The words trailed off into a kiss, into a bite. Ilya swept his hand up to Shane’s chest and then to his neck, mouthing and nipping at the curve of his throat and up at his pulse, sucking and nibbling at Shane’s earlobe. “Ty neveroyatnyy, you are incredible. If you even touch me, I might cum.”
“Okay, well don’t do that yet.” Shane trailed his hand down Ilya’s chest and stomach to circle loosely at his cock. "Don’t cum yet, at least give me a minute to enjoy it.” 
“Enjoy it.” Ilya had to grip the base of his cock hard so he wouldn’t spill at the first brush of Shane’s fingers against him. “Fuck. You– you want to enjoy this? To enjoy me?” 
“I really do. Come here.” Shane propped up on his elbow chasing another kiss, sitting up more to take control of the kiss and push it deeper, coaxing Ilya back onto the pillows as he went. 
“Are you okay?” Ilya couldn’t help asking as Shane slid down the bed to get between his legs. “Is your knee–” 
“I’m fine.” Shane took a few seconds to get comfortable, and Ilya shook his head, “Shanychka, I only want–” 
“My mouth?” Shane rested his chin at Ilya’s navel and looked up the length of his body at him, blinking at him from beneath his thick lashes, eyes hot and lips parted, tongue peeking out pink above his bottom lip.  “You want my mouth.” 
“Holy fuck, yes.” Ilya gulped and his cock twitched in response, spilling a trail of precome against his stomach. “But only if you are okay? No pain with your knee or–” 
“I’m fine, so shut up about it.” Shane sealed his lips around the fat head of Ilya’s cock, swirling his tongue at the leaking tip and yes he fully intended on working his way slowly and luxuriously down every single inch of Ilya’s cock, not stopping until his mouth was full and throat closed up under pressure and his brain shut down quiet so he could relax into it, but—
“Fuck–!” Shane barely got any of Ilya in his mouth at all before Ilya’s self control slipped and Shane had to pull off coughing and gagging when a too quick, too hard thrust jammed the thick cock to the back of his throat. “Ilya, fuck!”
“Sorry, sorry!” Ilya tried to apologize frantically. “Sorry, you feel too good, too much, too good, I didn’t mean to—”
“Shit.” Shane coughed one more time, then wiped the drool from his mouth and braced both his hands at Ilya’s hips, pinning him to the bed and warning him to, “Settle down.” 
“Oh.” Ilya’s eyes went very wide, then very hot and he shook his head slowly, “Oh no, no I will not last long if you are going to be strong and bossy about it.”
“Well you’re gonna have to try.” Shane swept his thumbs along the vee of Ilya’s hips, over a beauty mark and mole tucked into the crease of his thigh. “I’ve missed having you in my mouth, so seriously gimme a minute to enjoy it before you cum.” 
Ilya stared at him shocked and Shane hesitated, “Um. Please?” 
“No no, I should be saying please.” Ilya grabbed for Shane’s chin and coaxed him closer, sat up in the bed enough to lay a sweet, if not a little awkwardly angled kiss to Shane’s mouth and whispered harshly begging, “Please please please, dorogoy, please.” 
Shane wanted to go slow. But Ilya was already throbbing against his tongue, leaking a steady spill of precome against his lips and down his throat so next time, Shane promised himself as he held Ilya’s hips down and sucked him hard and fast. Next time he’d go slow and make Ilya last and he’d be able to really enjoy it, but oh fuck it was still so goddamn good to feel Ilya writhing and jerking under him. So amazing to get his hands up and over Ilya’s body where he was so big and bulky and solid yet softer in the most addictive places, there at his waist and a little further up at his chest and down at his legs. 
Ilya had more hair than Shane remembered, thicker at his chest and down below his navel and Shane scraped his nails through it, followed the trail down to cup and cradle at Ilya’s balls, rolling them in his palm as he pushed himself another inch lower taking more of Ilya into his mouth and at his throat until every pinched breath smelled like Ilya’s body wash and Ilya’s sweat and Ilya’s cum and Shane groaned for it, screwed his eyes shut and buried himself deeper gagging for it. 
“Don’t stop, Shane th-that’s so good, too good, fuck–!” Ilya shoved his hands into Shane’s hair, pulling and tugging and then grabbed for his face, stroking at his cheek and stretching as far as he could to feel Shane’s neck where the bulk of his cock slid a little further with every determined bob of Shane’s head and purposeful, hungry swallow. 
“Up up up.” Ilya tried to get Shane up and into his arms, tried to hook his thumb at Shane’s mouth so he would know to let go and sit up and kiss him, Ilya wanted to kiss Shane and hold him when he came, but Shane didn’t sit up, didn’t let up, only opened wider and moaned sloppy and wet as he pushed his nose into Ilya’s stomach to have all of him. 
“Shane.” Ilya came grinding against Shane’s face, biting into his knuckles so he wouldn’t yell and wake the rest of the floor, the rest of the hotel. “Sh-Shane– fuck–” 
Shane swallowed and swallowed until he couldn’t breathe and finally had to pull off. He hid his face in the crease of Ilya’s hip and cut his nails into Ilya’s side holding on just as tight as Ilya was holding onto him, his heart racing and lips swollen, throat raw and his own cock half hard again. He rolled his hips grinding into the mattress not trying to cum again, but chasing the heat and arousal and satisfaction of the moment so he could sink in deep and get lost.
“Fuck Hollander.” Ilya finally groaned in the same dragged out, fucked out way he used to say it, his voice worn ragged and his laugh wheezing and hoarse, “You killed me. I am dead. That was so good.” 
“S’good, yeah.” It was good. They were good together. Shane closed his eyes and thought it felt like deja vu. Thought it felt like he was nineteen again getting his entire world turned topsy turvy inside out by a mouthy blond Russian with a sharply sweet smile and gentle, guiding hands.  
Then, “We will talk later, yes? We need to talk. But right now stay.” Ilya reached down to comb through Shane’s hair again, tender and coaxing and pleading, “Stay right there. Right here. Don’t let go yet.” 
Fingers at Shane’s mouth, pressing at his bottom lip and then past his bottom lip to rest on his tongue. “Don’t let go yet.” 
Shane shifted up enough to rest his cheek at Ilya's stomach, then closed his lips lightly suckling at Ilya’s fingers and nodded in wordless agreement,  mouth full and head quiet, the overwhelmed tremor in his body easing as he came down sated and settled and warm.
“Good job.” Ilya’s voice came from somewhere far above him, cottony thick and bass pitched rumbling, “So good, you did so good, I missed you.” before he switched to speaking Russian and Shane couldn’t understand him anymore. 
Shane’s last coherent thought before everything went blessedly, beautifully, blank was–
–how come everything can’t be this simple? 
****
Neither Shane nor Ilya meant to fall asleep, but when Ilya opened his eyes next, the bedside clock said almost 3 a.m. and fuck, he had to go. 
Shane was still pillowed on his stomach, and Ilya whispered regretfully, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, but I have to go.” 
Shane mumbled something tired and incomprehensible and Ilya crooned whispered adoration down at him as he tried to ease Shane over onto the bed and up into the pillows without disturbing him too much, pulling the blankets to Shane’s bare waist so he wouldn’t wake up freezing in the morning. 
He got dressed as quickly and as quietly as he could, using the light from his phone to find his discarded clothes, and taking the time to locate his Shane’s pajamas and lay them out on the nearest chair for the morning. 
Before he snuck out of the room, Ilya bent back over the bed and kissed Shane’s forehead, his cheek, the corner of his sleep lax lips and then left one more featherlight brush of lips on the freckles beneath Shane’s eyes. 
“Sweet dreams, Shanychka.” 
Ilya closed the door quietly and crept away down the hall. 
Inside the room, Shane rolled over into the pillow that still smelled like Ilya and hugged it to his chest, then drifted back to sleep with a very tiny smile on his lips. 
Sweet dreams. 
*****
Chapter Notes:
This is the fastest I’ve ever hit 100k words on a fic. These boys own my soul and it's fine, they can have it, I'm so happy living right here.
Shout out to AO3 user Gavran who gave me the inspiration for "Shane being Famous" scene. I loved Ilya indulging in watching old videos of Shane, the girls promptly "Coach is famous AND handsome??" and how it led directly into Shane being able to tell Ilya he's a good Dad, while Ilya is so clearly smitten by Shane being so good with his girls. 
Ilya's stupid little texts. I rewatched ep6 yesterday and I am always struck by how playful Ilya is once he’s secure/settled with Shane and I love this version of Ilya who gets to be playful and dorky like that. Shane thinking he's being hushed when Ilya taps at his lips and Ilya being so romantic about it before roasting Shane into oblivion. I love it. 
The team name lmaoooo. MIGHTY LOONS!
Svetlana. Gratuitous 'good golly' because I'm in love with her and actually had to cut out some of my shameless descriptions of her being just insanely beautiful. 
BUT Shane freaking out seeing Svetlana in person. Sometimes we (*cough* me, myself and I) work through trauma and think we are totally coping and totally healed but then here comes an unexpected trigger and we are spiraling again, freaking out thinking that we AREN'T better so maybe we should just run away and give up on everything, and that's where Shane is right now. 
He isn't mad at Ilya anymore, he understands Vegas and he's letting himself chase kisses, and be more honest with his emotions but holy shit, Svetlana shows up and Shane is thrown right back into that awful mindset of being replaceable in Ilya's life and then he spirals about how quickly the hockey world moved on without him too and then oh shit, now he's depressed about how nothing in his life is permanent and committed and he's lost. 
Working through trauma is not a simple, straight line from hurt to healed, those ups and downs and steps forward and sliding back can be really fucking brutal, but Shane will get there (we will get there in our journeys too!) and it will be so worth it at the end. 
The contrast between Ilya’s readiness to plan/joke about hypothetical futures etc vs Shane's knee jerk reaction of "no this is a bad idea" for anything emotional before he deflects/brushes over conversations in favor of just having sex will be Very Important coming up.
Oh they do be Nekkid, yall. I love everything about this scene. Shane wearing the borrowed pajamas. The body worship. Ilya constantly checking in not only before touching but also to make sure Shane’s knee/leg is okay. Fingers in mouth cos Shane needs something to suck on and Ilya kissing him around his fingers, WHY did I like that so much??  Ilya physically keeping Shane grounded with his weight so Shane could stop buzzing overstimulated and slip right into the floaty spacey good stuff.
Shane getting bossy with Ilya and holding him down cos he wants that dick, dammit, and Ilya blue screening over it. Ilya slipping into more and more Russian and the sound of it putting Shane right under. Shane chasing the ‘mouth full, brain empty’ vibe because he remembers how being with Ilya gets him to that specific quiet place. (Y’all read Bare, you know what he wants and needs!!) Ilya begging him to stay and Shane agreeing and then the whispered goodnight and finally, Shane smiling to himself while hugging Ilya’s pillow.
*whew* I just love them.
Coming Up: Unfortunately, sex doesn’t negate the conversations they definitely need to have, but boy howdy the boys are gonna try anyway. 






      

  












      Chapter 8: Rekindled (feels like the very first time)
  


    Chapter Summary

    They do be (sappy sweet, emotional remembering vegas and the first time, insanely intune to one another, drifting off spacey floaty blissed out post orgasm already back in love) nekkid.








  
From Lily: When can I see you again? 
 
From Jane: Practice today. 
 
From Lily: Is not what I meant. 
 
From Lily: When can I suck your dick again?
 
From Lily: Or if I ask very nicely, will you let me finger you until you cum?  
 
“Coach Hollander?” the lady at the post office counter waved Shane forward. “Come on up.” 
 
“Shit– I mean shoot– I mean sorry.” Shane shoved his phone in his pocket and hurried forward, waving apologetically to the people behind him in line. “Sorry. Um– I was– there was a text on my phone, um–” 
 
“No worries, Coach.” She was unbothered. She didn’t care. She was polite and efficient and mentioned her twelve year old nephew being jealous that the girls hockey team got such a cool coach, printed out a postage label for everything he needed to mail, then waved him on his way. 
 
Easy peasy lemon squeezy or whatever, all while Shane was sweating bullets wondering if the entire fucking world could tell he was all worked up cos Ilya was texting him things about fingering.
 
“You didn’t text back.” At practice that afternoon, Ilya pointed the girls towards the changing room, then came to stand by Shane, slouching over the boards with his body half turned in Shane’s direction so he could keep an eye on the locker room in case the girls needed help and also keep an eye on the faint flush slowly but steadily climbing Shane’s neck, into his face and into his ears the longer Ilya stood there smirking at him. “Why not?” 
 
“I was at the post office when you sent that.” Shane managed through gritted teeth, his eyes firmly on Bailey and Janey who were already skating around center ice. “What were you thinking texting me like that?”
 
“I was thinking…” Ilya drawled out the end of the word. “About fingering you. Obviously.”
 
“Keep your voice down.” Shane pursed his lips so he wouldn’t laugh. Pursed his lips and wondered if he could stop himself from blushing just by sheer force of will. “That text was super inappropriate.”
 
“For who?” Ilya asked innocently and Shane sputtered, “For the— the person at the desk! Because I was paying attention to your text instead of getting in line! And— and what if someone read it over my shoulder! And—“ 
 
“And what?” Ilya did lower his voice but he didn’t make any attempt to sound even a smidgen apologetic, “And you ran out of time to answer me? Is okay, you can answer me now. Yes or no Shane, do you want me to—"
 
Ilya tapped at his thigh so Shane would look down at his hand, then made an explicitly vulgar motion crooking his fingers up.
 
“Okay well.” Shane’s head snapped away, his eyes wide and mouth clicking shut hard enough to be audible. “That was so inappropriate, you just lost any and all chances to see my dick out.”
 
“Boooo. Two thumbs way down.” Ilya turned both his thumbs down with a disgruntled pout. The girls came tromping out of the locker room and he shifted his weight to put a few more inches between them, then lowered his voice again that time actually trying to be discreet, “After practice. Is okay if I—”
 
“Yes.” Shane answered quickly, and Ilya cocked an eye brow at him, “You don’t even know what I was going to ask.”
 
“Does it involve a goodbye kiss?” Shane might have been flustered every which way by the fingering thing, he might’ve been— was definitely— still a little off kilter about the whirlwind that had meeting Svetlana and then the evening with Ilya, but he wasn’t above hoping for a kiss, and he risked a glance sideways praying Ilya wouldn’t laugh at him when he very quietly, very earnestly, “Cos the answer to that is yes.” 
 
“Good to know.” Ilya’s smile was small and pleased and endearingly crooked. “Yes, a goodbye kiss. But a minute to stay and talk too. Do you have time?”
 
“Yeah. I’ll make time.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya straightened up off the boards and headed for his usual spot on the bleachers, angling his body enough to hide a press at Shane’s fingers as he passed. “See you after. I will send you dirty texts all practice.”
 
“Don’t you fucking dare.”  Shane hissed, but Ilya was already gone, the other girls were already taking the ice, it was already time to start. 
 
Shane ditched his hoodie and stepped onto the ice, skating towards the blue line and whistling for the girls to assemble around him. “Hi girls, how are we today?”
 
All the girls chimed in with various exclamations of their day, how much fun the overnight trip had been, and how boring school was when it was too cold to play outside, and Shane listened to it all with a wide smile.
 
His phone buzzed in his pocket and he ignored it clear up until the last fifteen minutes of practice when he let the girls loose to play tag and work out some of their wiggles, then discreetly slid his phone halfway out of his pocket to check the messages. 
 
From Lily: I missed you all weekend, Shanychka. Never enough kisses.
 
Fuck. Shane shoved his phone back in his pocket and skated over to join the game of tag, determinedly distracting himself from his phone and the message and Ilya’s disconcerting ability to completely throw him for a loop. 
 
Never enough kisses? Jesus Christ, another dirty message about fingering would have been less disconcerting than a cutesy message about missing him, fuck.
 
From Jane: I hate you. 
 
From Lily: Rude. 
 
After practice, Shane wasn’t surprised or upset or anything other than thrilled when Ilya ducked into the office, kicked the door shut behind him and took several big steps forward to drag him into a kiss. 
 
“Hi.” Shane started, but Ilya shook his head and kissed him again, short and sweet and with his hand cupped at Shane’s cheek as he pulled away. 
 
“Always two.” Ilya reminded him, but when Shane turned into his hand nosing at his fingers, Ilya bent in for a third kiss dotted at the corner of Shane’s mouth, a fourth at his cheek when Shane’s lips parted warm and caressing at the center of his palm. “Fuck. Or–or more.” 
 
“Hi.” Shane said again, and that time Ilya smiled at him, “Hi. I gave Masha and Nadyushka all my coins for the pinball machine so we have a couple minutes.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane pinched the side of Ilya’s hoodie between his fingers and used the bit of leverage to pull Ilya closer. “You wanna make out a little bit?” 
 
“I mean yes, obviously.” Ilya rolled his shoulders, sighing almost shivering when Shane’s hand slid under his hoodie and under his t-shirt to settle solid against his side. “But we should talk?” 
 
“Should we?” Shane scratched his nails ticklish at Ilya’s waist, thumbing over the slight bump of a mole close to Ilya’s belly button. “Or maybe…?”
 
“Shane.” Shane being open and obvious and eager with him was heady and exhilarating and usually more than enough to derail any coherent thought process, but Ilya shook his head. “We should talk about Svetlana. And us. And the…settling down thing? It bothered you?” 
 
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Between one blink and the next, Shane’s gorgeous eyes darkened flinty, a ripple of tension in his body hardening into the touch at Ilya’s side before he relaxed again and went back to circling distracting patterns on Ilya’s stomach with his fingertips. “It’s fine.” 
 
“You don’t want to talk about it.” Ilya checked over Shane’s shoulder to see how far away the desk was, then set his hand at the back of Shane’s neck, his thumb over Shane’s pulse. “Do you need to talk about it?” 
 
“No, I don’t need to talk about it.” Shane’s eyes went a little dark again, but when Ilya took a step forward, he didn’t hesitate to move backwards obeying. Ilya walked him across the office with the weight of his hand solid at the base of Shane’s neck and Shane went willingly, trustingly, eyes on Ilya’s face. “I said it’s fine.” 
 
It wasn’t all the way fine. Shane wasn’t all the way fine, but getting stuck in a cycle of bone deep jealousy and debilitating insecurity about Svetlana wasn’t something a single conversation would fix and right then when Ilya was locked in maintaining eye contact, holding Shane secure enough that Shane wasn’t worried about bumping into chairs or tripping over the uneven part of the flooring or running into the desk, he did not want to talk about it.
 
He could only handle big thing at a time. One life altering decision at a time. Coaching the team, fixing up his house, sharing kisses and dirty texts and hooking up with Ilya again was more than enough on his plate at the moment, so no Shane wasn’t all the way fine, but he was fine enough to insist, “I’m okay.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya didn’t believe him, but he wasn’t going to bully or pressure or freak Shane out by insisting on a conversation either, at least not yet. It felt like it really fucking mattered that Shane had been obviously upset about Svetlana’s appearance, but maybe not. There was a chance Shane just needed to work through his feelings alone first. A chance the upset reaction had been a one-and-done shocked moment, but after time to process, Shane understood the unorthodox dynamics and was alright with it. 
 
…there was a chance Shane was nowhere near as head over heels ready to make it all real the way Ilya was. Maybe he really was fine and really didn’t care. Maybe llya was putting too much emphasis on the situation because he was already thinking weeks and months ahead while Shane wasn’t. 
 
Which was fair, all things considered. That wasn’t a conversation Ilya was willing to push or pressure Shane about either, but shit.
 
Shit. 
 
“Okay.” Ilya tightened his grip at the back of Shane’s neck, a hint of pressure to serve as warning in the second before Shane would have bumped into the desk. Shane shortened his last step accordingly and settled leaning against the desk without too much of a jolt and Ilya couldn’t help smiling, heart racing at the easy obedience and willing submission and open trust. 
 
“Good job.” he said softly, quietly, and Shane held his gaze for another few seconds before swallowing and nodding and dropping his chin, his eyes back down at where his hand was still tucked under Ilya’s shirt, his fingers drawing idle patterns against Ilya’s skin. 
 
“I don’t know when we can do this again.” Shane shook his head when Ilya inhaled sort of loud like he was going to interrupt, “No, I don’t mean it like– like ‘I’m nervous’ or whatever. I mean, logistically speaking. I don’t know when we’ll have time. You have kids. You have a full time job. I am staying super far out of town. We can’t leave the girls on the ice or hanging out here at the rink for more than a couple minutes. Can’t hook up at your house cos that seems weird with the twins and everything. Montbonne is too small a town for us to get a hotel room…you know?” 
 
“I know, but we will figure something out.” Ilya crowded in against him, fitting into Shane’s body from shoes to shoulders and wrapping both arms around his waist, humming in contentment when their bodies notched together. Shane tucked his face into the plush material of Ilya’s hoodie and cuddled in close, and Ilya folded in around him reveling in the warmth and heat of being held, letting the solid bulk of Shane’s body and the press of Shane’s hand at his side quiet a wriggle of unease about whether or not Shane was really okay with Svetlana, whether or not Shane was anywhere near as committed to them as Ilya was. 
 
The hug lengthened out long and Shane burrowed deeper into Ilya’s arms, hiding his face and hiding a smile when Ilya shifted to hold him tighter until they were both clinging to one another, leaning against the desk and leaning into to each other. Ilya didn’t mention the hitch in Shane’s breath when the extended hug and easy intimacy unlocked something fragile and emotional deep in his chest, and Shane didn’t point out that Ilya was holding him tight enough to feel bruising like Ilya was a little scared to let go.
 
Neither one said anything about the hug feeling more intensely overwhelming than the previously suggested make out session ever would have been, but they stayed wrapped around and into each other for as long as they could before Mariya and Nadya got loud in the lobby as the money ran out and their private, quiet time together was up.
 
“Hm.” Ilya made a resigned noise, turning his head enough to press a kiss to Shane’s temple, “Time is up today, I think.” 
 
“Yeah.“ Shane croaked, then cleared his through and tried again without emotion dragging the words rough, “Honestly it’s surprising the twins lasted that long being so quiet.”
 
“I gave them every coin in the house to bribe for quiet time.” Ilya answered wryly as they untangled from one another. “Still was not long enough.”
 
“Yeah, I wouldn’t have been mad if they stayed quiet a little longer.” Shane folded his arms over his chest, tucking his chin to look at his feet as Ilya backed up to fix his clothes. “Uh listen, though—"
 
“Shane.” Ilya stepped right back into his space, hand at Shane’s chin to draw him up into a kiss. Shane sighed into it, put his hand right under Ilya’s shirt again to stroke lightly at his side and kissed him back. 
 
“When can I see you?” Ilya wanted to know, and Shane tried to smile like he wasn’t abruptly cold and lonely and tipsy turvy adrift as soon as Ilya let go of him again, “Soon? Hopefully?”
 
“Soon. Okay.” Ilya winced when Mariya bellowed for him from outside. “I will text you.”
 
“Okay, but hey.” Shane rapped his knuckles on the desk and did his very best to sound stern. “No more dirty texts, okay? At least not without warning so I know not to answer my phone in public.” 
 
“Shane Hollander.” Ilya sighed from the very bottom of his feet as if the simple boundary was inquisition levels of persecution. “You are a thief of joy.” 
 
“Because I want you to warn me before sending risky texts?!” 
 
“You are stifling my creativity!” 
 
“Oh my god, shut the hell up.” 
 
Ilya laughed his way out of the office.
 
Shane crumpled back into the desk and figured it probably wasn’t great that the aftermath of a hug left him feeling ripped in half and really fucking alone. 
 
He needed to talk to someone. 
 
****
 
On Tuesday, Shane scheduled an appointment and kept the appointment with his therapist for the first time in months. 
 
“Shane.” Dr. Soule was endlessly kind, unobtrusively direct and honestly pleased to see him on the other side of the camera for their telehealth appointment. “I have to say, I was surprised to see you on my books. It's been a while."
 
“Sorry about that.” Shane mumbled, but Dr. Soule shook her head, “No, not sorry. No need to be sorry, I am just happy to see you again. How are you?” 
 
“Not doing great, I guess.” he twisted the drawstring of his hoodie around his finger. “If I needed an appointment, right?” 
 
“Knowing what I do about you, I was worried things were going terribly when you were skipping appointments.” she corrected with a small smile. “You actually keeping an appointment gave me hope that you are doing better.” 
 
“Oh.” Shane’s lips twisted into a rueful smile “Actually, yeah. That’s– that’s sort of true. I’m doing okay most of the time. A lot of the time.” 
 
“I’m glad to hear it.” Dr. Soule adjusted her thin glasses on her nose and made an encouraging motion. “Please tell me what you’ve been up to since our last appointment.” 
 
“You told me to spend some time away from the city and all the reminders of how my life had changed.” Shane started slowly. “So I– I moved.” 
 
“You moved.” To her credit, Dr. Soule only let the briefest flicker of surprise cross her face. “Alright then. Tell me about the move.” 
 
Shane told her about the move, about picking a little town hours outside of anywhere he’d ever spent any time and only taking what fit in the back of his car with him when he left. He tapped the plastic end piece of the hoodie drawstring at his teeth and told her about the cabin, about putting off the needed repairs and how it wasn’t home, but it was okay, and how it was a little more okay now that some of the parents on the team had shown up and spent the day helping. 
 
“Oh, I’m volunteer coaching a U9 girls team?” Shane told her about the team, how funny the girls were and how he’d rediscovered the simple joy of hockey while teaching them the basics. He traced the plaid designs on the borrowed stolen pajama pants and talked about skating again, how being on the ice gave him back a piece of himself, how his knee and leg were so much better with regular activity and maybe just because he wanted them to be better instead of sitting and wallowing in a mess of self pity. 
 
“I am… sort of seeing someone.” Talking about Ilya— not Ilya, Shane said they and them and only the vaguest possible terms— was slower. More cautious. A there and gone mention of knowing each other years ago. A wince about the dragged up awful feelings around the break up and a tiny smile about how it was better every single day and sometimes he couldn’t fucking believe how much fun he was having.
 
“Well, I have to say.” Shane stopped for a drink of water and Dr. Soule took her glass off with an impressed little noise. “Shane, it sounds like you are doing amazing. You’ve made huge strides physically, your decision to move might have been a knee jerk response to your trauma but clearly it was the right thing to do. It seems like you have friends, a community, and a burgeoning relationship that makes you smile bigger than I’ve ever seen.”
 
“Yeah. Yeah things are,” Shane nodded in agreement. “Things are pretty good lately.”
 
“I’m so glad to hear it.” She murmured, then with a lift of her chin and an authoritative ring to her tone, “So now tell me what is wrong with all of it, because you didn’t book an appointment just to tell me how great your life is.”
 
“Right.” He clenched his hands into the soft fabric of Ilya’s pajama pants. “Okay. So here’s the thing.”
 
The thing was that Shane felt stuck, every minute of every day. Trapped in his head, mired in insecurity, bogged down in an endless spiral of second guessing himself, his choices, his wants and needs, his heart and soul. 
 
“Even when I’m happy.” He confessed haltingly. “I can’t get rid of the thought that this isn’t what my life is supposed to be. I love coaching the girls, but I never would have chosen this for myself. This person I’m spending time with, I honestly don’t know if I would have given them another chance. I got hurt and everything changed, I couldn’t control any of it and hey, it’s sort of worked out, for the most part my life is fine, but you know, it’s—"
 
Breathe. “It’s not what I planned, or expected, or even wanted. This is a life I couldn’t imagine ever wanting before I got hurt and now it’s like,” he tapped at his temple. “Now it’s like my head won’t shut up enough for me to even enjoy the parts I really love about it.”
 
Shane’s head only ever shut up when he was on the ice in the early mornings. When he was surrounded by the noise and chaos and energy of the team. When he could hear Ilya’s heartbeat in his ear and had the weight of Ilya’s arms around him, when his mouth was full and everything else was blessedly silent. 
 
He didn’t tell Dr. Soule that, though. Not the Ilya thing. He told her, “Sometimes things are fine, but as soon as I’m alone or the adrenaline of a game,” or a kiss. “wears off, I start questioning everything all over again. I’m not sleeping, I’m– I’m trying to get better about eating, and I’m not angry like I used to be, or at least not very much. But.” 
 
Shane closed his eyes for a few seconds. “The other day something happened. It wasn’t a big deal.” Svetlana. “But I couldn’t stop freaking out. I tried to like– like calmly and rationally work through what was going on and I knew exactly why I was freaking out but I couldn’t make myself stop, not for hours. It isn’t even the first time that happened, it happened a couple months ago too, but I thought I was getting better at handling it and I guess this proves I’m…  not.” 
 
“What eventually helped you settle down?” Dr. Soule wanted to know but Shane shook his head, so she let the question go with a brief nod. “Since that incident happened, is the noise in your head better or worse?” 
 
“Worse.” He said miserably. “It felt like I was getting a handle on it up until that point and now I’m right back stuck and trapped in my head and wondering what the hell I’m doing when nothing about this was supposed to be my life. Distracting myself with good moments only makes the come down worse. I thought I was gonna fucking cry after a hug yesterday and I can’t um– I can’t…” 
 
He stopped talking. Gave up trying to explain. Dr. Soule made a few notes, then set her pen aside. 
 
“Shane, you lost all control of your life when you were hurt.” It was a statement, not a question. “You had to navigate a body you didn’t recognize, find a place in society outside of hockey, the loss of structure took away a lot of ways you coped with your anxiety and mental health and you understandably, were very lost for a while. You should give yourself grace on the hard days and be kinder to yourself in the tough moments. You know this.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane knew all that. Had told himself all those same things for countless late night panic attacks and the more recent emotional upheaval that had come with Ilya dropping back into his life. “Grace and being kinder to myself. Sure. I know.” 
 
“Sometimes when our lives change in unforeseen, uncontrollable ways, what comes along afterwards can feel surreal, almost alien because it doesn’t fit our mental picture of where we planned to be at a certain age or point in life.” She said after another moment of thought. “No, you didn’t think about coaching girls hockey while you were on your way to winning another Cup. No, perhaps you wouldn’t have reconnected with this person and sparked a relationship if you were busy every day of the week, every week of the year with your career. But you are teaching hockey and you have reconnected with them, and you told me yourself, you are having fun with it.” 
 
“I am.” he maintained impatiently. “So why am I second guessing and worrying and feeling like I don’t belong? Like it’s not my life and it’s just happening to me or– or around me? Why am I freezing up and freaking out when I know I shouldn’t be? Why does someone being nice to me feel like a trap? Why does it all feel so out of control?” 
 
“Because you can’t control it. Or rather, you won’t.” Dr. Soule answered simply, and Shane just blinked at her. “You lost control of your life after your injury, but Shane, I think you gave up control of the rest of your life so you wouldn’t have to deal with your new reality. You settled into a point of view where everything that happens is a consequence or side effect or aftermath of your accident. You have made no effort to take control back and rejoin your life as an active participant." 
 
“I don’t–?” he gestured helplessly. “No. I mean. I moved. I bought this place. I’m coaching. I’m–” 
 
“You said the cabin wasn’t home. You said you were staying there, not living there.” 
 
“Sure. Right. It’s just–” Shane looked up and around the little place. “Okay?” 
 
“You called the team a volunteer opportunity instead of a job or career or even a passion project, and then men who helped you fix the cabin ‘parents’ rather than friends.”
 
“Well yeah, cos—“
 
“You can’t or won’t define this new relationship in any specific terms.”
 
“…no.”
 
“You see Montbonne and everything there as only happening because you got hurt, not as a choice you made and a life you are living. That is why the good moments only feel temporary. That is why the stressful moments panic you to the point of paralysis. You are passive in your own life. You haven’t put down roots and built a foundation for this new period in your life, and as a result, you have nothing stable or steady or sheltering to support you. Not a literal, physical place to call home and it seems, no person you trust enough to open up to. 
 
“…oh.” And “...no.” 
 
She waited a beat, then delivered her verdict with a sad smile and devastating discernment, “Shane, you are scared to commit, to hope and plan and stay, because a part of you thinks it will all be taken away and there won’t be anything you can do about it, just like when you got hurt and lost your career, your team, your entire sense of self. You are afraid of being forgotten, of being replaced, so you have made yourself temporary by consciously or perhaps unconsciously refusing to give any permanence to this new chapter in your life. Until you decide to actively participate in your life and establish some permanence, your emotions will continue you to overwhelm you because you have no base of support."
 
Fuck. Shane dropped his face into both his hands, his mind flashing back to commentators talking up the rookies who were already vying for his spot, to the not-date and Ilya admitting Vegas had been planned, to Svetlana who was everything Shane hadn’t and couldn’t have been back then. 
 
Replaceable. He was so goddamn tired of feeling replaceable. 
 
“Okay.” Shane felt very small all the sudden. Very tired. “How um, how do I fix that. Change that. I don't want to be temporary. I don't want--"
 
“We change it with small steps.” She assured him comfortingly. “I’m not saying you have to designate the cabin as your permanent house or commit to living in Montbonne for years, I’m not even saying you should go ahead and pre-emptively volunteer to coach another year. Start small. With something easy.” 
 
“Like what?” 
 
“Alright.” Dr. Soule consulted her notes again. “Your significant other. When the two of you make plans, who initiates? Who texts first? Who takes the first steps towards intimacy, emotional or,” she raised her eyebrows, “otherwise? Is it you?” 
 
“No.” No, it most certainly wasn't Shane initiating half of anything between he and Ilya. Hanging out at practice, the not-date, the dance, the texting, the phone calls, almost all of it was Ilya. “No, I don’t really do much of that.” 
 
“Why not?” she prompted. “Do you think they wouldn’t like it if you initiated? Or maybe they would reject you?”
 
“No.” Ilya would probably melt into a fucking puddle if Shane took charge pursuing him. “Nothing like that, no.” 
 
“Why don’t you initiate more with them?”  
 
Because I’d have to admit how much I want him. Because I’m scared to get my heart broken again cos clearly I never recovered the first time. Because I can’t imagine he’d settle for me when he already has everything he wants with his best friend and his kids and his bakery. Because I don’t know if I fit into his life and I’m scared to find out. 
 
“I just uh–” Shane shrugged. Scratched at his cheek. “They’ve always been more in charge of things. Even when we were together before. They’re bossy. And it works for us. So.” 
 
“Even bossy people,” her gray eyes twinkled like she knew he meant Dominant, like she could tell Shane was the sort to want to be told to get on his knees and then praised for obeying. “Want to know they are wanted and needed and desired. I think a good place to start actively participating in your own life would be to start initiating with your partner. The next time you want to see them, text first. Don’t stay quiet when you want to be honest. If your relationship has progressed to physical intimacy, be open and explicit with your wants and needs. Try something as small as initiating a hug. Let yourself enjoy being held, but also notice how your significant other enjoys being held by you.
 
“Why um–” he rubbed the back of his neck, eyes averted. “Why should I start with them? With a hug or whatever? Shouldn’t I work on myself before trying a relationship?”
 
“Arguably yes, but it is possible to both work on ourselves while also working on a relationship.” She assured him, then winked, “Not to mention, the reward for actively participating in a relationship is usually instantly, physically gratifying and nothing motivates us more than instant physical gratification, right?”
 
“Uh.” Shane sort of wanted to die. Sort of wanted to text Ilya right then and there. “Yes. Right.”
 
“Homework for this week.” Dr. Soule started typing, filling in an email to Shane with notes about their session as well as written goals for him to work towards. “I want you to purposefully take at least one opportunity to initiate something meaningful with your significant other. I’m hesitant to give you meal related homework because I don’t want to push you into regressing, but this week I would also like you to plan one meal outside the house. A restaurant, a cafe, it doesn't matter so long as it's somewhere you can sit and eat something you enjoy."
 
Shane's uncertainty must have showed on his face, because Dr. Soule clarified, "I won’t stress you out by asking about it next week at your appointment, this is a personal, private goal for you and you alone. But I do want you to honestly evaluate how easy or difficult it is for you to go out and eat, and I want you to honestly consider the potential consequences of your struggle with food as it relates to your desire to coach and continue skating. Establishing permanence and stability in our lives also requires being honest with ourselves. Alright?”
 
“Initiate something with my significant other and go out to eat.” Shane repeated. “Okay. I can do that.” 
 
“I’m glad to talk with you again, Shane.” She told him and Shane’s smile was small, but genuine, “Thanks, Dr. Soule.” 
 
The email came through a few minutes after the video call ended, and Shane re read the week goals, then put the next appointment into his phone and set a reminder.
 
“I can do this.” He put a hand to his chest, rubbing over his heart where Dr. Soule’s words about him refusing to commit, about him staying temporary because he was afraid of being replaced had landed bruising into his pride and cracking at the walls of his denial. “I can do this.”
 
****
 
From Lily: Do you want to come to bakery and see my sprinkles cupboard? *devil face emoji*
 
From Jane: Do you mean a tour of the bakery? Or are you making fun of me liking organized stuff again. 
 
From Lily: A little bit making fun because I know you are horny for sprinkles. But mostly a tour of the bakery. And the apartment upstairs.
 
From Jane: I didn't know there was an apt upstairs.  Is it a studio? Are you looking for a long term rental or are you going to rent it out as a little vacation spot. I bet you could have it booked all summer no problem especially if you market it like a B&B and meals at the cafe are included in price. 
 
From Lily: Wanting potential renters was not the point of mentioning the furnished, private apartment above bakery.
 
From Jane: Right. Sorry. I didn’t mean to be nosy and overstep, I don’t need to see the apartment, a tour of the bakery would be great. 
 
From Jane: Do you want me to pick up the girls after school and bring them on my way in today? Or do you want me to come by tomorrow morning after skating so it’s not too busy at the bakery yet and you’ll have time to walk me through?
 
From Lily: I think maybe we are miscommunicating. 
 
From Jane: ???
 
Downtown Montbonne was both charmingly historical and frustratingly dated. The brick and mortar buildings made for darling photos and aesthetically pleasing advertising, but were a nightmare to heat, cool, and maintain. The sidewalks were pedestrian friendly with mature shade trees and well kept grass, but parking was non existent and inconvenient, requiring a roundabout trek to designated lots hidden from view as to not disturb the aura of slow, nostalgia, small town life. The lack of billboards or traffic lights on the main drag kept the foothills and distant mountains in view at all times, but the litany of yield signs and the assumption that everyone was polite enough to actually yield made for frustrating mid day traffic and nightmarish summer season crowds. 
 
Shane hated downtown Montbonne. The visually calming layout was not near enough to counter the dizzying frustration of trying to find a place to park, to U-turn, to get anywhere in any amount of reasonable time. It was exactly the sort of thing that made Shane want to scream, the idea of sacrificing functionality for beauty and vibes made him want to screech, but–
 
From Lily: Parking is stupid here and is too cold to walk very far. Turn left at first stop sign and park down delivery alley behind the bakery. My car is by back door.
 
“Thank Christ.” The alley was easy enough to find, wide enough for the big delivery trucks to get in and out but privately discreet as well, sandwiched between the back of the two story buildings on one side and the back of City Hall on the other. Shane was able to pull right up next to Ilya’s car outside a door marked ‘Bakery Delivery Only’ and park out of view of Main Street without getting turned around frustrated by the unnecessarily complicated downtown layout. 
 
“Here we go.” Shane took off his beanie, running a hand through his hair as he trudged through the slushy know the back door and knocked. “Here we go. Okay. I’m supposed to initiate, I’m supposed to let myself enjoy being held and make sure and notice how much Ilya enjoys it cos hey, a fucking hug shouldn’t make me break down. It’s fine. Here we go. Here we–” 
 
“Shane.” The heavy back door swung open on squeaky hinges. “You are early.” 
 
“Uh–” All of Shane’s self motivating reminders dried right up, stuck halfway between his brain and his suddenly parched throat when the lights in the hall framed a halo around Ilya with an apron tied fitted around his waist, Ilya in a white t-shirt with a little bit of orange frosting smeared on his thick forearm, Ilya with a floral bandana protecting his curls and his face flushed from the heat of an industrial sized oven.
 
Holy fuck. 
 
“Ten minutes early is right on time?” Shane tried helplessly, and Ilya snorted, “No, ten minutes early is ten minutes early. Come on. Inside. Is cold out here and my nipples do not like it.” 
 
“Your nipples.” Shane’s eyes dropped to Ilya’s chest, to the thin white t-shirt. “Uh.” 
 
“Shane. Is fucking cold, come on.” Ilya grabbed for Shane’s arm and bodily dragged him inside, pushing the door shut behind him and latching it locked. “You are early so I still have to clean up cookie mess. Do you want one?” 
 
“A cookie?” The view of Ilya walking away with the apron tied in a bow at the small of his back was distracting as hell. Shane fumbled out of his coat and left his beanie on the rack by the door and hurried down the hall after Ilya, trying to remember what he’d been thinking about before Ilya had opened the door looking like the nice guy hero from some smarmy small town Hallmark movie. “Uh. Cookie. Yeah. I eat those.” 
 
“You do not sound sure.” Ilya teased as he unhooked a massive mixing bowl from the floor mounted mixer and hefted it up to the table to dump pounds of cookie dough onto the stainless steel surface. “Do you eat cookies?” 
 
“Yeah. I eat–” Ilya’s arms bulged as he lifted the heavy bowl, biceps straining at the seams of his white t-shirt and fuck there went Shane forgetting what the hell he was saying all over again. “Um.” 
 
Shane had seen Ilya in and out of hockey gear, lounging in comfortable sweats and poured into an expertly tailored suit, freshly dripping wet from a shower and musky sweaty slick from a workout. Shane had seen every inch of Ilya naked dozens of different times but oh he had never seen Ilya aproned up and casually efficiently competent hauling huge baking bowls and dividing up dough with quick slashes of a heavy duty knife. He’d never seen Ilya twirl a cookie scoop between his fingers before portioning out precisely sized chunks at lightning speed. He’d seen Ilya lift weights but there was something very different– maybe better-- about watching Ilya fill and lift full size baking sheets one after another to fill a nearby rolling rack. 
 
Holy shit. 
 
“What was the question?” Shane watched transfixed as Ilya thunked a bin of autumn colored sprinkles on the table and started rolling the sugar cookie dough through it. “Something about—” 
 
“Do you want a cookie?” Ilya smirked when he caught Shane gawking. “Or maybe a kiss?” 
 
“Both. Both.” Shane dragged his eyes up from the twist and work of Ilya’s fingers pushing the cookie dough through the sprinkles. “Both is good. Can I have both?” 
 
“Very much yes.” Ilya plucked an already cooled and decorated cookie off a different tray and put it on a napkin before moving around the big table to drop a short kiss on Shane's lips. “Better?” 
 
“Mm.” Shane hooked his fingers into Ilya’s apron strings and dragged him back, covering his mouth in a much longer kiss. “Better. Yes.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya couldn’t stop smiling over Shane pulling on his apron, and he dragged a stool out from under the bake table so Shane could sit, then kissed him one more time for good measure. “I need a few minutes is all. Sit and have a snack.” 
 
“I’ll do that.” The cookie was pumpkin and cinnamon and nutmeg, ultra soft with a swirl of cream cheese frosting, a candied walnut set in the middle as decoration. Shane took a bite then put it back on the paper towel purely out of habit, purely because he hadn’t eaten sweets as part of his hockey diet and he didn’t eat sweets now because the calories and fat and sugar content was insane when he wasn’t half as active as he used to be, and–
 
Wait.
 
“Holy shit, this is really good.” He took another bite immediately. “Ilya, this is really good.” 
 
“Obviously.” Ilya deadpanned. “I am good at my job.” 
 
“Fuck off and take the compliment.” Shane flicked a stray sprinkle at him and kept nibbling at the pumpkiny treat, rotating on the stool so he could look around the brightly lit space, at the highly polished tables and multiple mixers ranging from table top sized to the one so large it was mounted to the floor and secured into a steel strut against the wall. Two rolling bakery racks were filled top to bottom with trays of frosted cookies, the triple compartment sink was full of used icing bowls, and the entire place was warm thanks to the wall-to-wall revolving shelf oven, warm and smelling like sweet dough, cinnamon and cloves. 
 
It was every bit as cozy as Shane had imagined it would be, Ilya clearly comfortable in the space and in his work, and when that familiar reminder that hey life wasn’t supposed to be like this and hey he'd never be here if he hadn’t gotten hurt came creeping in, Shane took another bite of the cream cheese covered cookie and told himself to stay present. To participate. To not get lost wondering what if and to sit there and enjoy it. 
 
“Can I help?” Sitting and watching didn’t feel as actively participating as offering to jump in and clean, so Shane swallowed the last bite and offered, “Do dishes or something?” 
 
“No. Stay there.” Ilya shelved the last two trays of cookies and wiped his hands down his apron. “I will be done soon.” 
 
“What are the girls doing tonight?” 
 
“One of their friends is doing craft night.” Ilya gathered up the pans and bowls and carried them to the sink, turning on the water to fill the basins as he went back for more dishes. “Paint and sip, except is watercolor and sparkling apple juice. They feel very grown up about it.” 
 
“You didn’t want to spend the evening doing water color and having apple juice with a bunch of seven year olds?” Shane teased and Ilya rummaged under the table to find a bottle of vodka, poured a shot into a measuring cup and tossed it back, smacking his lips and deciding, “No. Vodka and frosting and being leered at by hot hockey coach is more my speed.” 
 
“I'm not leering at you.” Shane was leering at him. It was fine. “What are all the cookies for?” 
 
“Last minute special order from car dealership in the city.” Ilya wheeled the carts into the walk in so the dough could chill overnight. “I gave business card to a parent on the team we played last weekend and they called in a panic. Retirement party or something. I said it would cost extra for last minute and because I will have to transport two hours for delivery, but they did not care. So I am here tonight and again early tomorrow morning, and will take girls with me to deliver tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
“Do you get big orders like that alot?” 
 
“More than you think.” Ilya motioned Shane away from leaning on the table so he could spray it down and clean it off. “I am picky which ones I take because it is so much extra work for small business and takes away from time with the girls, but Christmas for twin goblin children is scary expensive, so the extra money helps."
 
He shrugged and Shane grinned, “Yeah, you seem like the type of Dad to go into debt for Christmas presents.” 
 
“Shane, please. Of course not. I put it all on my Black AmEx and send the bill to rich ex-wife.” Ilya laughed at him, then tossed the cleaning rag towards the laundry bucket and held up two fingers, “I have to clean myself up. Two minutes. Be right back.” 
 
“I’ll be here.” Shane nodded, then quickly, “Oh wait, could I have a–” Ilya was down a short hall and through a door before Shane finished his question, and Shane tapped his fingers at the brightly cleaned table and sighed. “Damn it.” 
 
Shane needed a drink after eating the super sweet cookie, and after a minute of waiting to see if Ilya was going to make a quick reappearance, Shane finally slid off the stool and hurried around the table to take a peek at where ever Ilya had put the vodka. 
 
“Here’s hoping Ilya keeps more down here than dangerously high proof alcohol.” There was a dorm-sized mini fridge tucked under the baking table, wedged between bins of cookie cutters. Shane popped the door open and scanned the shelves, seeing the expected vodka, several bottles of water, small cans of Nadya’s favorite sparkling juice and a gallon sized jug of Mariya’s preferred apple juice… and a six pack of ginger ale. 
 
Oh. It was his favorite brand. The plastic rings were already removed for ease of access and minimal effort. They were the mini cans so even if Shane was sipping slow, the drink wouldn’t go flat as fast as the larger cans would. 
 
Fuck. Shane picked a can up and held it to his forehead when he was suddenly hot, his hands a little clammy. The forethought and insight and planning Ilya had put into Shane showing up for a bakery tour was crazy, having Shane’s favorite drink readily available was such a small thing but it felt huge, Ilya was so goddamn good at all of it while Shane had to hype himself up just to ask for a hug, fuck.
 
“Are you snooping?” 
 
“Shit. Shit!” The can fell right out of Shane’s hand when he jumped up startled by Ilya’s reappearance. It dented against the concrete floor, rolled noisily towards Ilya’s feet and Shane winced. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to–” he paused, tilted his head. “You changed your clothes?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya had swapped the white t-shirt for a black v-neck, his apron and floral bandana for slicked back hair and the frosting cleaned off his arms and hands. “I meant to be cleaned up before you came for bakery tour, but you were a Punctual Polly so you had to see me in work clothes for a while first. This is better.” 
 
“I mean.” Shane liked the black shirt, black pants, slick hair look, but there had been something really specifically great about messy bakery Ilya too, so he shrugged, “It’s better to be a Punctual Polly than a… Always Late… Amelia?” 
 
“Shut up, that was terrible.” Ilya huffed at him and scooped up the dented can, chucking it right into the trash. “Here, do not drop this one.” he grabbed another from the fridge and opened it before handing it to Shane, then took his other hand and twined their fingers together. “Come on. Time for tour.” 
 
Shane took a sip of the perfectly chilled, perfectly crisp ginger ale and smiled a tiny bit. “Okay. Time for tour.” 
 
The bakery was impressive, far bigger than the customer entrance and sales counter area would have suggested, clearly far larger than the original footprint for the old business had been. Ilya towed Shane from section to section, offering short explanations of whatever everything was and pausing every time Shane had a question. 
 
“This was original set up.” he waved his hand to the customer lobby and the retail shelves behind the counter. “Whole bakery was only this. No room for tables or sandwich bar or more than one register or any storage.” 
 
“So you,” Shane ran his toe along a slight hitch in the flooring, something no one else except maybe a building inspector would notice. “Took out a wall here to open it up?” he glanced up and nodded upon finding a massive steel support beam stretched across the ceiling. “Doubled the size of the lobby so you could put tables in, put in a designated sandwich bar and…” 
 
He pulled Ilya along behind him as he moved towards the sales counter to tap his toe at another barely noticeable hitch in the floor. “Another wall. Is this the building next to you? Did you buy them out and take out the walls?” 
 
“Same building.” Ilya smiled, always impressed at Shane’s attention to detail. “Old owners used only this half for bakery and rented out the other half, but it was empty for a long time when I bought the property.” 
 
“So you took out the walls to make a whole retail area.” The space behind the expanded sales counter was full of bread shelves and pastry display cases. “Smart.” 
 
“Built this.” Ilya rapped his knuckles at the drywall as he took Shane down the hall towards the office. “I needed an office,” he opened the door enough for Shane to see the computer and desk, the couch where the girls napped or read or watched TV while he worked. “And we needed big pantry.” the door on the other side of the hall was floor to ceiling storage, shelves laden down with dry goods, precisely labeled bins full of special ingredients. A big closet held Costco-sized amounts of food safe cleaning products and a fourth door opened into a small but comfortable employee area with lockers and cubbies and a fridge for drinks. 
 
“Holy shit, this fridge is crazy.” the walk in fridge taking up most of the bakery wall was mind bogglingly big, but still somehow less impressive than the wall-to-wall sized oven with it’s huge rotating shelves. “Why do you need an oven this big, are you really this busy all the time?” 
 
“No, but when I am?” Ilya shrugged. “I can do entire day’s bread in two cycles. Twenty dozen cookies at a time. Was so expensive, but it means I do not have to be here at three a.m. and miss the morning with the twins, do not have to be here late during the day and miss picking them up from school. The money is worth it.” 
 
“What’s the overhead on a place like this?” Shane opened the cupboards over a smaller table in the corner, lighting up with a grin when he found the legendary sprinkles cupboard with its labels and color coordination and organization. “I’m sure the initial renovations put you back quite a bit, but month to month? Is downtown Montbonne real estate expensive for the sake of being downtown? Did you run into any issues with a historical committee or anything when you started redoing everything?” 
 
“Mr. Real Estate.” Ilya took Shane’s hand again, dropping an affectionate kiss on his knuckles. “I bought it out right. Used part of my inheritance from Papa to buy it free and clear and cover renovations. Overhead is only utilities, supplies and wages. Is very easy to make money.” 
 
“Easy to make money when you have money to start with.” There was no heat or accusation in Shane’s tone, only a shared acknowledgment on just how easy it was to find and fund dreams when the bank account was well padded. “What about the apartment upstairs? Can I see that too?” 
 
“Yes, I do want to show you apartment.” Ilya squeezed Shane’s hand and led him out of the bakery and into the back hallway again, over to a door Shane had assumed was a closet when he’d first arrived. 
 
“Here.” Ilya pressed Shane into the wall, cupping his chin and kissing him slow and searching, fucking his tongue slick and wet past Shane’s parted lips until Shane moaned into his mouth and sagged into him a little. 
 
“Come on.” Ilya bumped their noses and kissed him once more. “Upstairs.” 
 
The stairs leading to the apartment were steep. Ilya had added a sturdy railing, heavy duty outdoor carpet and well treaded edging to cut down on slip risk, but he still cautioned, “Careful of your knee?” as they went up together. 
 
“It’s okay.” Shane’s knee didn’t twinge until three quarters of the way up the steps, but anyone’s knee would have been sore after an unexpected climb, so that was okay. Besides, he was less focused the dull ache in his screwed together foot and more focused on tucking his fingers into the back of Ilya’s pants to feel the shift and flex of muscle low in Ilya’s back as they climbed, his leg and knee was fine. 
 
“Oh, this is nice.” The upstairs apartment wasn’t as fully updated as the downstairs bakery, but it was still nice, spacious and well divided into useable areas with a modest sized kitchen and larger living room where the windows pointed towards the mountains. “You should be able to rent this out no problem.” 
 
“Maybe.” Ilya was in no rush to rent out the apartment. He didn’t need the money and wouldn’t have time to do the necessary work to finish updating it until after the busy holiday rush.
 
"I like this layout." Shane wandered through the kitchen inspecting the counters and sharing his thoughts about cupboards, eye-balling the living room for square footage and running his hands along the couch while talking about the flooring company he’d used for one of his rentals in Montreal and how the new waterproof, scratch proof stuff was so much affordable now than it had been when he’d first started out. 
 
“This is big for a half bath, does the master have an en suite?” Shane had opinions about how great an extra spacious half bath was, especially if Ilya was going to advertise the property as a short term vacation rental. He thought the pedestal sink in the half bath would be better as a small vanity for the sake of additional storage, not to mention a small sized stack washer and dryer wouldn’t take up that much space and would be a great addition that would add plenty of value.  
 
“Is the big couch a sleeper sofa?” Shane had opinions about the furniture too, about the recliner sofa that required more room than it should to accommodate the lay back feature and would be better served as two different recliners spaced around the room. The TV was mounted but a small entertainment center would complement the empty wall, had Ilya looked into the ones with power strips built right in to counter the far spaced outlets in the apartment?
 
“Ah, no. No I have not.” Ilya had not looked into entertainment centers or stack wash-and-dryers, nor had he put any thought into two separate recliners instead of a combined small sofa. He followed Shane into the master suite and sighed longingly towards the bed while nodding along with Shane’s nosily detailed observations and opinions about everything from the curtains on the window to the size of the master bath and how he really should have a tub, people liked at least the option of taking a bath, was the shower recently remodeled or old enough to justify ripping it out and oh, Ilya could take some of the space in the walk in closet and put a small safe there for people to lock up their valuables…
 
By the time Ilya’s phone beeped with a fifteen minute reminder to get the girls after their paint-and-sip craft night, he had made his peace with finding a comfortable spot on the couch and just watching Shane poke his way through the space sharing his hundreds of observations. Ilya had hoped the night would go in a decidedly different direction, a very specifically naked direction since the private apartment was convenient and discreet and a perfect solution to Shane’s worry about them not having any time or place to be together, but Shane smiled for the entire thirty minutes he spent wandering through the apartment talking out loud about all the potential and fuck Ilya liked Shane’s smile and animated gestures and visible enjoyment way too much to try and redirect. 
 
It was a great night. A relaxing and entertaining little date. they would have plenty of other chances, plenty of other nights for Ilya to make sure he was a little– a lot– more direct with his intentions when he asked Shane over to hang out. 
 
“Tell the girls I said hi?” Shane asked as they headed back down the steep stairs, but Ilya shook his head, “No, because then they will squawk about wanting to see you too, and squawk about how I did not bring them cookies. Too noisy.” 
 
“So take them cookies.” Shane zipped into his coat and Ilya shook his head again, “No, they do not need sugar cookies after a night of apple cider and snacks.” 
 
“Is this like when I said you should get them ice cream after that fight at school and you lectured me about good parenting when you had already promised them ice cream?” Shane wanted to know. “Because you should just admit to being a softy pushover Dad instead of lying about it all the time.” 
 
“No, I will not do that.” Ilya opened the door for Shane, coming close so he could leave one last, lingering kiss on Shane’s lips. “Text me when you get home?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane didn’t want to leave. The bakery was cozy, Ilya was being sweetly doting, it had been so fun to talk real estate and business logistics and two hours had gone by in the blink of an eye without any time left over for lots of kisses and maybe something more. 
 
Shane didn’t want to leave, but he nodded and promised, “Yeah, I’ll text once I get to the cabin. Goodnight.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya propped himself against the door frame, arms folded against the cold night air so he could watch Shane drive away, lifting his hand to wave as the tail lights disappeared around the corner. “Goodnight, Shanychka.” 
 
From Masha-Nadyushka: WE WANT COOKIES
 
From Daddy: No. Never. Suffer. 
 
There were worse things in the world than being a softy pushover Dad who brought fresh baked cookies for his daughters even though it was technically after their bedtime and definitely past when they were usually allowed to have sugar. 
 
The girls didn’t understand why Ilya made them promise not to tell Coach Hollander about the cookies when he picked them up from their friends house, but neither Mariya nor Nadya cared, not when they got to happily snack on a sprinkled, frosted, fantastically pink super soft cookie as a surprise dessert. 
 
“Straight to brushing teeth.” Ilya told the girls as they raced into the house with a severe case of the sugar-after-8pm-case of the wiggles. “Then jammies and bed. No arguing. Go go go.” 
 
The girls went. Ilya dutifully took pictures of their water color masterpieces to send to Svetlana, then propped the newest art up on the shelf next to a family picture, and went upstairs to double check Mariya had actually brushed her teeth and that Nadya was putting on her own pajamas instead of stuffing Boris the Tiger into his pajamas. 
 
“Everyone is warm?” Ilya tucked the girls in tight, layering an extra blanket over Nadya and making sure Mariya had her sleep socks on because she hated thick winter blankets tangling at her legs, but it was too chilly for her to poke her bare feet out below the edge of the heavy quilts. “Okay. See you in morning.” 
 
“D-d-did you send picture to Mmmama?” 
 
“Da, Nadyushka, I sent them.” Ilya turned on the night light, turned off the overhead light, and tapped his lips twice towards them. “Sweet dreams and I love you. Mama loves you. Boris the Tiger and Otto the Snake love you.” 
 
“My tebya lyubim, Daddy…” 
 
Ilya’s phone was lit up with a message notification when he got back downstairs and he grabbed it in one hand, grabbed a drink with his other and flopped onto the couch with a ready smile on his face and a tentative, tender sort of hopeful pang in his heart.
 
Shane.
 
From Jane: Hey so the bakery is amazing. I don’t have much reference for what commercial bakeries are supposed to look like, but the place is really cool it’s super obvious you care a lot about it. You should be proud of it. 
 
From Lily: I am proud of it. And thank you.  
 
From Jane: I like you in an apron, too.
 
From Lily:  So if I stayed in apron and messy with frosting, would I have a better chance of seeing you naked?
 
From Jane: Funny you should say that.
 
Ilya eyebrows shot towards his hairline. 
 
From Lily: Why is that?
 
From Jane: Can I say something stupid?
 
From Lily: Can I laugh?
 
From Jane: I’ll block you.
 
From Lily: Is risk I’ll take, I know where you work, I will track you down.  
 
There was no reply for a few minutes and Ilya tapped at his screen impatiently, mind racing wondering what Shane wanted to say, why he was hesitating, why he thought Ilya might laugh at him.
 
From Lily: Tell me. What is it. 
 
From Jane: First. I had a lot of fun today. It was cool to see you work and learn about your process and the tour was great. Most people roll their eyes and tune me out when I start talking too much, but you let me ramble about the apartment and all my ideas for it and didn’t roll your eyes at me or at least I didn't see it, so thank you. That was… nice.  
 
From Lily: I rolled my eyes but only because I disagree about pedestal sink vs vanity. Not because you were talking too much. I liked it. We should do more things like that. 
 
From Jane: Yeah we should. I had a really good time. It felt like a date and I… am not mad about that. 
 
From Jane: But I wish we would fooled around a little upstairs. Not that hanging out and talking isn’t a waste of time. I swear I had a good time. But. You know. 
 
The repeated reassurance replaced the pining ache in Ilya’s heart with both a pitter patter of anticipation and a burble of laughter because sometimes Shane was so goddamn oblivious, Ilya was sort of definitely obsessed with him for it. 
 
From Lily: Shane. Did you think I invited you to bakery only to look at sprinkle cupboard? 
 
From Jane: I mean. It’s a nice cupboard. 
 
From Lily: Bozhe moy, is a good thing you are so pretty.
 
From Jane: ?????
 
From Jane: Wait.
 
Ilya’s phone rang and he blinked down at it for a surprised few seconds when Jane’s name flashed across the screen. Shane hadn’t ever called him first, not a single time back before and certainly not since coming to Montbonne and Ilya picked it up slowly. Curiously.
 
“Shane.”
 
“Holy shit.” Out at the cabin, Shane paced a stressed out path through his living room, around the kitchen, and back to the living room, rubbing at his face and feeling like a whole idiot. “You didn’t invite me over just for a tour of the bakery.” 
 
“Hello to you too.” Ilya checked to make sure the upstairs lights were still off and there was no noise from the hopefully sleeping girls, then took the phone call to his bedroom, closing the door halfway and dropping onto the bed. “No, I did not only invite you to bakery for a tour, that was an excuse to get you upstairs. But you are right, it was very fun. Nice to spend normal, no pressure time together.”
 
“Right. Right.” Shane paced back through the living room. Around the kitchen. To the windows overlooking the forest and the lake and then tipped his head back to stare at the ceiling and mentally kick himself. “Super nice to spend all that time together while you were hoping to get naked, but I was waxing poetic about the flow of the fucking kitchen and criticizing your furniture choices.” 
 
“You made interesting points.” Ilya assured him, but his voice cracked with barely smothered amusement and Shane threw his hands up in frustration and embarrassment, “Fuck, Ilya! Seriously?!” 
 
“Shane, I had a good time.” Ilya was still a little bit giddy about how fun the evening had been. Shane wandering through his space and talking, laughing, rattling off random information while unsubtly leering at Ilya and smiling the entire time? Ilya had loved every single second. “I am not disappointed and I want to do it again. Time together. Easy date nights.” 
 
He bit the inside of his cheek hoping his wide grin wouldn’t be audible through the phone, “Even if you are more turned on by the sprinkle cupboard and surprisingly spacious half bath than by me.” 
 
“Oh my god.” Shane pressed his forehead to the cold window and blew out a noisy breath. “Okay. Fuck. Okay I’m just gonna–” he screwed his eyes shut tight. “Ask me again.” 
 
“Ask you what?” 
 
“Ask me to–to come see the bakery again.” he stammered. “Or the sprinkle cupboard or whatever. Ask me again.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya reclined back onto the bed, crossing his feet and stretching his arm up over his head so he could twist at his hair and mess with his earlobe “Shane, do you want to come see very organized, very pretty sprinkles cupboard at my bakery?” 
 
“Uh yeah. Yeah, that sounds really cool. I’m definitely interested to see what you’ve built and also, isn’t there a fully furnished, super private apartment up above the bakery?” Shane rubbed at his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose and talking fast to get everything out before he lost his nerve or got self conscious and gave up. “Because I’ve been thinking about you for like– like weeks now, but especially after hooking up at the hotel last week, so is there any chance you would show me the bakery and then show me the upstairs apartment and maybe fuck me on that big bed at some hopefully sooni-ish convenient time?” 
 
Silence. Shane got it all out then shut his mouth, and the phone call went absolutely silent. Dead air. He couldn’t even hear Ilya breathing.
 
Fuck fuck fuck. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane clenched his hand into a fist until his nails cut crescents into his palm and fought through a wash of utter mortification to force the words out from that secretly, tenderly honest part of his heart, “I want to see you. Do– do you want to see me?” 
 
“So much, yes.” Ilya breathed, his eyes wide and heart pounding, exhilaration skittering through his veins and pinpricking goosebumps all over his whole body over Shane being so bold. “The bakery is closed on Mondays, but I go in to do inventory and prep and grocery shopping. I drop twins off at school by eight and will be alone at bakery until two-thirty.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane nodded nodded nodded. “Okay. So I will be there at one?” 
 
“Come at noon.” Ilya countered hopefully. “I’ll make you lunch after we are done.” 
 
“Maybe um.” Shane backpedaled to drop onto the couch, pulling the sleeves of Ilya’s borrowed shirt down over his hands. “Maybe I’ll be there at eleven. We can do the upstairs thing, then have lunch together and just keep hanging out? Have some extra time?” 
 
“Greedy.” Ilya murmured in hoarse disbelief, and Shane laughed quietly, “No, I just– I mean yeah. I want you. So.” 
 
“So.” Ilya pressed the phone tighter to his ear, listening close to every single syllable, every hitch in Shane’s breath, every little pause. “Monday at eleven. Or ten-thirty. If you want.” 
 
“I’ll be there.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya knew his smile was big enough to look stupid, he knew it was. “I cannot wait.” 
 
“Yeah.” It came out a whisper, sticking behind the terrified, excited lump in Shane’s throat. “Me either.” 
 
“Soon, Shanychka.” 
 
“...soon.” 
 
Shane’s therapy homework for the week had been to initiate something purposeful with his significant other and to go out to eat at least once. 
 
Outright asking Ilya to fuck him and then staying for lunch afterwards covered both of those things, right? 
 
Right. 
 
Check and check. 
 
*****
 
Monday
 
From Jane: Still on for today?
 
From Lily: YES.
 
The delivery alley behind the bakery felt a lot less discreet on Monday around lunch time, and a stomach churning twist of anxiety, worry, what if someone sees gagged Shane for a nauseating few seconds before he was able to breathe past the long ingrained panic of being outed and swing into the parking spot next to Ilya’s car.
 
They were adults. They were friends. No one would automatically assume the worst if they happened to recognize Shane’s car at the bakery, and oh Shane wondered why he still assigned the worst label to being seen with Ilya, that was probably something he needed to figure the fuck out. 
 
Later, though. That was a problem for later, just like the Svetlana thing, just like the permanence thing, just like the second guessing questioning everything.
 
Later. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya opened the door on the first knock, took Shane by the hand and pulled him inside, turned the lock then pushed Shane up against the door to cover his mouth in a hard, hungry kiss.
 
“MmmwaitIlya—“ Shane’s hands went to Ilya’s face in a half hearted attempt to pause the kiss long enough to get a proper hello in, slid into Ilya’s curls when the attempt at talking only made room for Ilya’s tongue sweeping past his lips, and finally settled at Ilya’s broad shoulders, digging in and clutching tight for balance when Ilya palmed over his hips then grabbed big handfuls of his ass and Shane’s knees went promptly, embarrassingly, weak.
 
“Not yet.” Ilya felt the tremor and near crumble in Shane’s frame and caught him around the waist, holding him close and easing away from the kiss to croon, “Yeshche net, not on your knees here. Upstairs, yes?” 
 
“Holy shit.” Shane wiped at his mouth with trembling fingers. “Hey.”
 
“Hi.” Ilya brushed the back of his knuckles at Shane’s cheek, leaning in for a second, quick little kiss. “I am glad you’re here.”
 
“Yeah. Hi. Fuck.” Shane ran his hands over Ilya’s shoulders, down to his arms. “Is me being here going to mess up your inventory day or whatever? You said you had stuff to do?”
 
“No, you are not messing anything up.” Ilya shook his head, his fingers still at Shane’s cheek, his other hand settled at Shane’s waist petting restless circles at Shane’s side. “But do you want to see sprinkle cupboard first? As foreplay?”
 
“Fore— what the fuck? No!” Shane laughed and shoved him away. “Shut up.”
 
“Mmmm no.” Ilya conceded a few inches worth of pushed away if only for the sake of seeing Shane smirk about it, but he didn’t go far. A few inches of distance was a few inches too many, so Ilya conceded, but then bullied his way right back into Shane’s space, right back into pinning Shane against the door for one more hard kiss. “Now come on. Upstairs.”
 
“Okay.” Shane’s smile was a little loose, a little loopy as he pushed off the door and took Ilya’s offered hand. “Lead the way.” 
 
The apartment at the top of the stairs was clean. It hadn’t been necessarily messy the first time Shane had seen it, but it was clean clean when Ilya unlocked the door and motioned Shane through. The carpet had vacuum lines, the kitchen smelled faintly of something lemony, the decorative wax warmer and lightly scented wax cubes were definitely new. 
 
“Did you like,” he slanted a curious look at Ilya, “clean extra good in here?”
 
“Yes.” Ilya patted at Shane’s ass, less than subtly herding him towards the bedroom. “I am trying to seduce you with Lemon Pledge. Is it working?” 
 
“Did you buy extra pillows?” There were at least eight pillows in coordinating colors stacked on the bed, and Shane picked up the long cylinder shaped one, waving it so the decorative tassels on each end flip flopped. “Why does this one have tassels?” 
 
“What, you do not like fancy tassels?” Ilya tsked at him. “So boring.” 
 
“This is a different comforter than the one I saw when I was here last week?” Even with the overhead light off and only a strategically placed lamp casting the entire room in soft light, the difference in blankets was obvious, and when Shane plucked at the dark blue blanket with raised eyebrows, Ilya rolled his eyes and snapped his fingers playfully impatient, “Shane! Stop noticing things and take your clothes off!” 
 
“Asshole.” Affectionate. Asshole but affectionate. Shane was smiling, almost grinning as he shrugged out of his jacket and lay it over the top of the dresser, then started on his shirt. “God forbid I notice the effort you–” 
 
“No, wait. Wait wait, just–” Ilya’s expression changed. Sobered. His smile fell away, the teasing light dimming from his blue eyes. They’d been laughing, but then they weren’t. They’d been teasing and casual and easy about the impending nudity and imminent intimacy, but then Ilya went quiet, hands flexing at his side and jaw set tense, the moment went serious and crucial and fragile and Shane– Shane didn’t know what to do. What to think. 
 
“Ilya?” Shane paused uncertainly, one arm already out of his shirt and one still fully sleeved, the rest of the t-shirt hanging awkwardly clumpy by his neck and over his chest. “What’s wrong?” 
 
“Nothing is wrong.” Ilya shook his head. “Nothing is wrong. Only–” Ilya came close to touch, to set his palms at Shane’s waist and slide round to hold at his abdomen, pressing at the soft skin of Shane’s stomach and sweeping his fingers through the faint trail of hair leading into Shane’s pants. He skimmed his hands up to span at Shane’s ribs, under his shirt to cup and grope at his chest, thumbing over the peak of his nipples and exhaling audibly shaky when Shane’s eyes went hooded and heavy focused at his mouth, at his lips, at his tongue. 
 
“I wanted to…” Ilya wanted to slow down. To hurry up. To watch Shane strip and ogle every single inch. To undress Shane himself. Ilya wanted…
 
“Yeah, okay.” Shane nodded. Kissed him. “Fuck. Yeah, me too. I get it.” 
 
Shane got it. He grabbed for Ilya’s shirt and covered every inch of exposed skin with his hands, greedy and grasping and worshipful the same way Ilya was greedy and grasping and worshiping at him. Undressing each other was clumsy and graceless and a little chaotic, made all the worse– all the better– for how they couldn’t seem to detach from each other’s mouths. Ilya kissed like he was starving, like he would shatter if he didn’t have his hands in Shane’s hair and his tongue shoving past Shane’s lips and that was okay, that was okay because the only thing keeping Shane together was the delicate chain of Ilya’s necklace twisted through his fingers. 
 
He couldn’t let go or he’d fall, Shane couldn’t let go or the noise and questions and uncertainty would rush back in, so Shane held onto the necklace and held onto Ilya and muttered, “Yes.” nodded, “Yes.” pleaded, “Yes.” when Ilya tossed his shirt aside and stripped off his own so Shane could drop his head forward nuzzling into Ilya’s chest and mouthing at his nipples. 
 
“Yes.” the answer was, “Yes.” and Ilya whispered something unintelligible in Russian, awestruck and rough over a low groan when Shane promised, “Yes yes yes.” to Ilya fumbling at his waist band, shoving his pants and underwear down in a single quick motion and immediately grabbing for his ass, dragging Shane forward to rut and rub against him. 
 
“Is okay.” Ilya held onto for Shane’s wrist when Shane tried to untangle from the necklace, and Shane shook his head, “I don’t want to break it.” 
 
“It will not break if you listen.” Ilya caught him into another kiss, dragging his teeth at Shane’s tongue and bottom lip and setting his hand at the back of Shane’s neck like he used to do back before, like he’d started doing again lately,  his palm steady and grip just tight enough to make Shane’s eyes go hazy and his limbs go loose. 
 
And, “Listen.” Ilya ordered low and firm, but it wasn’t so much about Shane listening as it was about him following, eyes on Ilya and hand at Ilya’s chest as Ilya walked him towards the bed and Shane shuffled backwards willing and trusting until Ilya told him to, “Sit.” and Shane sat, letting go of Ilya’s necklace in time to put both hands out to catch himself on the bed. 
 
Ilya started to smile, to tell him, “Good job.” and bend to kiss him before taking off his own pants, but Shane grabbed for the back of Ilya’s thighs and dragged him forward first, pushing his face into Ilya’s crotch and exhaling warm over the bump of his cock. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya undid the fasten of his pants, but dropped his hands back to his side permissive and Shane immediately pulled them down, scraping his nails at Ilya’s hips and nosing into the crease of Ilya’s thigh and through the wiry curls at the base of his cock. 
 
“Shane–!” Just Shane’s lips closing at the head of his cock was enough to make Ilya jump, his head falling back and teeth gritted as Shane mouthed and kissed over him. “N-not too much.” he cupped Shane’s jaw, hooking his thumb at the corner of Shane’s mouth, “Not too much, I won’t last and I really want to fuck you.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane pulled off with a wet sounding pop, his dark eyes already blown wide and voice thick with need. “Yeah yeah, okay.” 
 
“Up.” Ilya untangled his feet from his pants and leaned forward over the bed, patting at Shane’s waist to coax him backwards up the bed. “Up. Scoot.” he followed Shane up to the pillows and stretched out next to him, bracing his arm by Shane’s head so he could comb and pet through Shane’s hair and cover his mouth in a searing, sucking kiss until Shane was shifting restless under him, grabbing at Ilya’s back and whining something impatient against his lips. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane hooked his foot at Ilya’s calf, canting his hips up and angling for any sort of friction, a touch, any attention for his cock. “Please.” 
 
“Anything you want.” Ilya said it in Russian, promised it into a kiss at the hinge of Shane’s jaw, again into the curve of his throat, onto his collarbone. He stretched his hand wide over Shane’s chest then dragged it solid down Shane’s abdomen to his waist, circling his fingers at Shane’s cock and pulling over him slowly, watching Shane’s lashes flutter closed and his kiss swollen mouth drop open, his brows furrowing like he was concentrating and focusing on every single sensation. 
 
“Stay with me.” Ilya dotted a kiss to his nose and stroked over him again. “Shane. Here. Stay with me.” 
 
“M’here.” Shane opened his eyes and swallowed jerkily, gaze darting all over Ilya’s face until he found Ilya’s mouth and locked in focusing again. “M’here. Just um–” 
 
“You want more.” Ilya ran his tongue over his lips and nodded, encouraged in the same near inaudible tone, “Have more, Shanychka.” 
 
“C’mere then.” Permission. Shane lurched up to kiss him, knotting his fingers in Ilya’s hair and yanking him down to make it happen faster. Their mouths crashed together and Shane fell back into the pillows, bringing Ilya with him and heavy onto him. Tentativeness gone, the next kiss was messy, the grasp of their hands hurried, the noise Shane made when Ilya bit pulling at his nipple was loud and shameless and Ilya hummed when he heard it, worked his way down Shane’s body to shove Shane’s thighs apart then bent in kissing, nuzzling, and smothering a needy groan into Shane’s stomach. 
 
“Does this hurt?” Ilya smoothed his big hands from Shane’s thighs to his knees, slowing when he got to Shane’s left knee and saw the white lines and shadows of stitches branded permanent down Shane’s leg and into his foot. “Still bothers you?” 
 
“Always a little.” Shane crumpled the blanket into his fist anxious when Ilya sat back onto his heels to see all of him, the mess left after multiple surgeries on his left leg and the little bit of roundness to his tummy, where he was broader and meatier through his chest and shoulders. “It um– I mean, it’s fine. I’m fine. It’s just–” 
 
“That was a bad day.” Ilya’s lips were whisper soft on the marred skin. “Mne zhal’, I was very sad for you.” 
 
“Y-yeah. It was a pretty shitty day.” The scar tissue and nerve damage meant Shane couldn’t feel much of Ilya’s mouth or the careful kisses, but it made his chest tight, made his eyes sting to watch Ilya kiss the disfigurement and hurt like it wasn’t ugly, like Shane wasn’t fucking damaged like he felt damaged every goddamn day. “Ilya–” 
 
“Up like this for me.” Ilya didn’t miss the initial flicker of insecurity or the sheen of fragile emotion in Shane’s eyes when he lay another kiss to a particularly twisted scar, so he shook his head, switched to holding Shane’s right knee and coaxed it to bending, promising, “Ty idealen,” then instructing, “Hold here.” 
 
Shane held his right knee up and out of the way, flushing dark red as the motion spread his hips and left him open, and Ilya swore softly, “Fuck Hollander.” as he tracked the rush of color up Shane’s stomach, through his chest and into his face. “Come here, right here.” 
 
Ilya had to search deep for his self control, his voice straining tense as he bent Shane’s left leg carefully carefully, propping it over his shoulder, “Is okay?” He ran his hand over the long scar up Shane’s tibia and turned his head to kiss his knee again. “Feel okay?” 
 
“Y-yeah, it’s good. It’s–” Shane inhaled sharp when Ilya rearranged so he was laying down on the bed, Shane’s knee still over his shoulder and his hands braced at the underside of Shane’s thighs to hold him open. “Holy shit, are you going to–” 
 
Shane’s back bowed up up off the bed, his hold slipping at his right leg and other foot reflexively kicking in shock when Ilya leaned in to lick him, flicking his tongue at Shane’s entrance and coming back for longer, slower lick when Shane jolted and cursed and, “Ilya, fuck–!” 
 
“Okay?” Ilya had pre-emptively tucked lube between the mattress and the bed frame and he grabbed for it, drizzling it over his fingers before getting his mouth back at Shane’s hole, lapping sloppy wet across the furled rim and circling the pad of his thumb testing, prodding at Shane’s rim.  
 
“Ohhhhh my god.” Shane grabbed for the blankets, grabbed for Ilya’s shoulders, grabbed for his knee again so Ilya wouldn’t stop. He felt the exact second he loosened up open, felt the vibration of Ilya’s groan right into his veins when Ilya could push his tongue past the tight muscle and get inside and fuck, it had been such a long time. It had been a long time. Shane had scrubbed down and cleaned up and thoroughly prepped, but it was still shocking to feel Ilya’s thick fingers in him, stroking past his prostate, and fingering him open between long licks of his tongue, Ilya lips pursed against his hole, kissing and pulling at his rim. “Oh holy shit–!” 
 
“More?” Ilya paused long enough to check in, and Shane stammered, “M-more. Don’t stop.” so Ilya didn’t stop. He ran his hand up and over Shane’s knee reassuringly when Shane’s heel dug into his back, his leg shaking where it was propped over Ilya’s shoulder, then dove back in slurping and sucking noisy and wet until Shane was writhing against his face, grinding down against his nose, and Ilya couldn’t stop rutting his aching cock into the bed. 
 
“Fuck, fuck, fuck enough!” Shane broke begging first, letting his right leg drop back to the mattress and tugging at Ilya’s hair hard. “Enough c-come on. Get in me. I don’t wanna cum like this. No, I–I do, fuck it would be– but– but—!” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya’s mouth was slick with lube and spit when he lifted his head, his smile wicked and blue eyes practically glowing as he kept thrusting his fingers into Shane’s tight channel. “You can cum twice before we are done?” 
 
“Oh fuck.” Shane wheezed a little. “I don’t–I don’t know?” 
 
“Next time we will try.” Ilya decided, then wiped his mouth and slid up Shane’s body to kiss him square on the lips. “Turn over on your stomach.” he patted at Shane’s hip, at his rear. “On your stomach, come on.” 
 
He helped Shane roll over, moving pillows and holding Shane steady and erasing the potential awkwardness of readjusting by covering Shane in a flurry of kisses, across his chest and over the scar at his shoulder, down his back as Shane settled face down on the big bed with his legs close together. “Is okay for your knee?” 
 
“Yeah no, I’m good, it’s good, you feel–” Shane gulped when Ilya started kissing his way back up his spine, up between his shoulder blades and finally at the back of his neck, his breath puffing at the fine hairs at Shane’s ear. “Ilya—oh.” 
 
Oh. Ilya slid his arm under Shane’s stomach, readjusted lower to prop under Shane’s hips and lifted him up easily, held him up easily to wedge a pillow under his hips and prop his ass up several inches. 
 
“Shit.” Shane kind of wanted to laugh. Kind of wanted to swoon. He wasn’t petite or small or delicate but Ilya manhandled him without so much as a grunt and the feeling of being deftly maneuvered, of being effortlessly cared for clouded cottony into his head, wrapping round his ears and insulating him warm. 
 
“Good?” Ilya ran his hands down Shane’s back, kneading at his rear then holding him open so he could lick at him a few more times. “Shane.” he nipped a bite into the curve of Shane’s ass. “Still good?” 
 
“S-so good, oh my god.” The pillow under his hips kept any pressure off his knee and sure Shane had been fairly confident he could have handled being on all fours, hell Shane had been bound and fucking determined to handle being on all fours whether he was sore clear up and down his hurt side for days after or not. 
 
But Ilya straddled the back of his legs, his knees on either side of Shane’s thighs and that was better, it was perfect, no pressure and no real weight, just solid heat and the familiar reassurance that Ilya had planned ahead to make it good the same way he…always… used…to…
 
Fuck. Shane had a split second realization, an epiphany linked to a hundred different memories of all the other times Ilya had planned ahead to make it good between them, even back when they were kids and just fooling around, even back when it had been Shane’s very first time. 
 
Cloudy cottony, insulating warm. Being taken care of was so much. Too much. Shane had to close his eyes and tell himself to breathe, then tell himself to stay present and say something because Ilya had paused touching him when Shane went quiet and he didn’t want that to happen, he didn’t want Ilya to stop. 
 
“What um– what did you do?” Shane open mouth gasped when Ilya reached under the pillow to find his cock, stroking him back to full hardness and adjusting him straight so Shane could roll his hips thrusting lazily into the pillow. “Mmmfuck…” a slow swipe over the tip of his cock made him shake. “Did you Google sex positions for people with bad knees?” 
 
“Hm, you didn’t?” Ilya tore open a condom packet with his teeth and unrolled the thin latex down his shaft, coating himself in more lube as he nipped and kissed at Shane’s shoulder. “I thought Shane Hollander was a nerd, always did his homework.” 
 
“I was a hockey prodigy, Ilya. I didn’t do any homework past middle school—fuck!” his overly explanatory snark cut off when the blunt head of Ilya’s cock bumped at his hole. “Ilya–!” 
 
“I did research to make sure it would only feel good.” Ilya notched his cock into the cleft of Shane’s ass and rocked forward a few times, spreading lube over him and groaning in appreciation at the sight of Shane glistening wet. “Ready for me?” 
 
“Yeah, ready.” Shane hooked his fingers into the sheets and nodded quickly. “Yes.” 
 
“I will be slow.” Ilya promised hoarsely, and true to his word he was slow. Careful and mindful and slow easing into him, nudging the blunt head of his cock past Shane’s rim until the pressure gave with a jolt and slick slide and Ilya had to smack a hand onto the bed to stop the urge to thrust sudden when the tension was gone and all he could feel was Shane clenching tight around the first few inches of him. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane got loud even at only that, panting and gasping and scrabbling for the pillows, the muscles in his back quivering as he instinctively arched up into the heavy cock splitting him open and simultaneously tried to writhe away from the endless pressure and relentless push. “Holy sh–sh– it’s too much, fuck.” 
 
“Almost almost there.” Ilya grit his teeth and went slow, transfixed by the sight of Shane’s body shifting beneath him and by every little cry Shane tried to muffle, the little flex of Shane’s ass every time he humped at the pillow stuck under his hips. He bent far over Shane’s body to kiss a freckle on his back, that same scar high on his arm and kept going, sinking bit by bit and inch by inch into Shane’s body until he was nudging at his rim, grinding forward at his hole with short little thrusts. “There. You have me, all of me. Still okay?” 
 
“Please.” Shane rubbed his forehead into the pillows, clutching almost tearing at the sheets. “Please, Ilya.” 
 
“Shane?” Ilya didn’t move, could barely breathe, forced himself still and waiting for Shane to answer him. “Still okay?” 
 
“Oh fuck, please fuck me.” Shane blurted out, his voice gone high pitched and cracking with desperation. “Please fuck me, Ilya, I n-need— I need—!” 
 
The first hard snap of Ilya’s hips made Shane choke, lodged the words sideways sticking in his throat. Before he got his breath back, Ilya pulled nearly all the way out and stroked all the way back in and the next breath ripped from Shane’s lungs as a frantic moan. 
 
“Fuck, Shane.” Ilya held him tight, fingers digging dimples into Shane’s rear to hold him open and hold him still as he set a fast pace, driving in and out of Shane hard enough to make the bed move. The headboard rattled noisy at the wall, but it wasn’t near as loud as the sound of Shane pleading for, “More, more more.” as Ilya kept checking in, “Okay? Shane, Shanychka, dorogoy, tell me is okay?” 
 
“Fuck it’s s-so good.” Shane managed between each punched out breath, his whole body jolting with every hard thrust. “So good, Ilya, oh my god.” 
 
“You are doing so good.” Ilya kissed his cheek, his temple, set his teeth to Shane’s shoulder and bit down until Shane shuddered beneath him, “Talk to me. Tell me what you need.”
 
“Just d-don’t stop. Don’t stop.” 
 
“I’m here.” Ilya pounded into him, rasping into his ear, “You have me, all of me. Here, yes?” 
 
Shane was tight around him, solid beneath him and Ilya couldn’t stop touching him anywhere he could reach. He left score marks at Shane’s back and spanned his hands at Shane’s waist, pushing his thumbs obsessively into the dimples low at Shane’s back just above his butt. He felt under the pillow to grope at Shane’s stomach, to smear his fingers through the precome leaking from the tip of Shane’s cock and try to stroke him in time to every thrust and plunge into his core. 
 
Shane’s face was turned so Ilya could see his eyes closed, lashes glistening a little where they fanned over his freckles. Shane’s lips were moving with breathless, gaspy little cries, his knuckles white where he clenched at the sheets holding on for dear life, and Ilya shook his head, “Give me hand.” and pried Shane’s hand free from the tangle of sheets, twining their fingers together instead so Shane could hold onto him as tight as he needed. “Is good, da? Better?” 
 
“So m-much better…” 
 
Shane didn’t know what Ilya said after that. The buzzy timbre of Ilya’s voice rumbling Russian at him faded into background noise somewhere beyond the burn and stretch of every solid thrust hammering into his body, carving out a place for Ilya to fit. Ilya’s hands were scalding hot against over sensitive skin and Shane melted beneath every touch and press and grasp of Ilya’s fingers all over him. With his legs together and body pinned beneath Ilya’s weight, Ilya felt huge inside him, like every stroke was knocking at the back of his throat and Shane couldn’t close his mouth, needed his lips parted and tongue pressed to the roof of his mouth so he could breathe.
 
The glow of arousal low in his center was almost after thought because being full felt too good, he was full and it was easy and Ilya was holding his hand, crooning into his ear. Shane thought half coherently and mostly spacey that the race of his heartbeat matched the rhythm of Ilya driving into him like a bass line reverberating in his head and plucking at his skin. He was loose limbed and floating, cock leaking into the pillows and balls full, white spots dancing behind his lids every time Ilya bottomed out in him and he knew he was making noises, panting maybe whining asking for more and he could only hope Ilya could hear him…
 
“Stay with me, lyubimyy.” Ilya whispered when Shane’s litany of please and more and good, it’s good, don’t stop went quiet. Shane went quiet and Ilya slowed down to lay almost all the way over Shane, covering him with his body and grinding slow and deep at Shane’s rim,  pinning their hands to the pillows above Shane’s head and squeezing Shane’s fingers tight. “Stay with me.” 
 
“Stay with me.” Shane’s vision was blurry when he opened his eyes, so he closed them again and felt a tear drip from his lashes, trickling down his cheek. “Ilya, s-stay with me.” 
 
Don’t leave me. Don’t replace me. Don’t disappear. 
 
“I am here, Shanychka.” Ilya whispered back like he’d heard all the things Shane’s heart was screaming. “Here here here, I promise.” 
 
Ilya rained kisses all over Shane’s face, at his cheek and brow and into his hair, at the back of his neck and across his shoulders. Ilya kept rutting into him, kissing everywhere he could reach but always always returning to Shane’s mouth, craning his neck to reach his lips and taste the little noises and tiny sighs right off Shane’s tongue. 
 
“MmmmIlya…” All at once Shane was there, floaty and insulated warm but then too quickly close to finishing and it caught him by surprise, the low burn of need in his core flaring bright and ratcheting up high and he gasped, “Ilya, gonna cum–!” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya groaned when he felt Shane tighten up clenching around him. “Can you cum on my cock or do you need my hand? My mouth? Anything you want.” 
 
“Just you.” Shane braced himself on his elbows, pushing further back onto Ilya’s cock as best he could and wailing out loud as he came, “Just y-you, fuck—!” soaking into the pillow and spurting up his stomach, the mess smearing into his skin as his arms gave out and he collapsed back onto the bed shivering from head to toe. “Oh my god, ohmmmygod…” 
 
“Fuck, that was so good.” Ilya stroked at Shane’s side, massaging at his ass and rubbing his back, trying not to be impatient but unable to help it as he rocked into Shane with little thrusts and quick swivels of his hips. “You feel so good, you are so…” he trailed off into Russian, muffling the words into Shane’s back, his lips moving against the flushed skin. “You are okay? Can I–?” 
 
“So good, s’good, Ilya…” Shane slurred the words, his smile dazed and sweet as he pressed at Ilya’s fingers. “Come on. Cum in me. In me, in me, in me…” 
 
“Fuck, you are too much for me.” Ilya only lasted a few more hard strokes before he was cumming too, burying his face between Shane’s shoulder blades and squeezing hard at Shane’s hand, groaning out loud with his heart caught up into his throat when the moment was too much, too much. 
 
Shane wondered what Ilya was saying to him, wondered if Ilya would ever tell him what the Russian words meant when Ilya whispered it all in a trembly sort of voice as they lay together breathing choppy and harsh and trying to come down. 
 
Whatever it was, whatever Ilya kept murmuring between exhausted kisses at the corner of his mouth and at his temple sounded important. It sounded careful and special and tender and Shane tried to stay present enough to decipher it all, tried to stay coherent enough to be active and-- and participating, he wasn't participating if he was blankd out spacey right? He tried to focus, to figure out if he’d heard any of the strung together words before in some context where he might understand–
 
–where he would know if–
 
“You want?” Ilya sat up on his elbow to keep most of his weight off of Shane without having to pull out yet, and slid two fingers along the seam of Shane’s lips, tapping at his bottom lip. “Open.” 
 
Shane opened. He sort of wanted to know what Ilya was breathing and kissing into his cheek, but with the weight of Ilya’s fingers on his tongue and Ilya’s cock still mostly hard keeping him full, Shane gave in to the fuzz in his head and closed eyes too blissed out, fucked out spacey to care about anything other than laying there warm and held and quiet. 
 
“Good job, sweetheart.” Ilya kept whispering to him in Russian, rubbing at Shane’s chin with his thumb and tucking in as close as he could without squishing him, staying in as long as he could until he softened. “You did so good. You’re so sweet for me, Shane, Shanychka, I swear I never got over you…” 
 
*****
 
They ate lunch downstairs at the big bake table, stools pushed close together and drinks raided from Ilya’s little fridge. Lunch was oven baked sandwiches, mozzarella melted onto bread Ilya had made just that morning, thin sliced chicken piled high with tomatoes and arugula and red onions and drizzled with a vinaigrette, basil pesto sauce in a little bowl along with a red pepper glaze and Ilya held both sauces up with a little shrug, “I did not know which you would want. So. Both.” 
 
“Thank you.” Shane dipped his sandwich first in the pesto, then in the red pepper and made a pleased noise over both. “Did you make these?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya confirmed and Shane shook his head, “I can’t believe you’re this good of a cook.” 
 
Then after he swallowed a big bite of the clearly, specifically made for him lunch, Shane wiped his mouth and commented, “You know uh, we’ve never done this before. Hanging out after? We never did this back then, not even once.” 
 
“No.” Ilya agreed. “Lots of things we did not do back then.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane chewed through a few more bites. “So. Upstairs. Was it –” 
 
“Yes, better than I remembered.” Ilya crunched his way loudly through a chip. “And I thought I remembered everything.” 
 
Shane stared at him a minute, a tiny smile tilting the corner of his mouth. “No, I didn’t mean that. I wasn’t asking that, I meant–” 
 
Ily waited and Shane cleared his throat, nodding, “For the record, it was better than I remembered, too. You. Us. Holy shit.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya winked at him and kept eating. “What were you going to say? What was okay?” 
 
“That I brought it up? Shane peeled the top layer of bread off the sandwich so he could cut into the chicken and toppings with a knife and fork, then stopped to smile about Ilya bringing him a knife and fork without having to ask. 
 
“The apartment thing, I mean.” He clarified when Ilya didn’t answer. “When I called and said uh, all of it?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya didn’t comment on Shane switching to only eating the chicken and mozzarella and veggies. “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
“I dunno.” Shane shook his head. “I just uh–” 
 
“We are not dumb, scared kids anymore, Shane.” Ilya got up to snag the roll of paper towels from a nearby shelf.  “We do not have to play games or beat around bush about it? Although,”
 
He waggled his eyebrows in the direction of Shane’s lap. “Nice. I like you with more hair.” 
 
“I like all the extra hair on you too.” Shane mumbled, and Ilya grinned at him, then kept talking, “I want you, Shane. To be around you and be friends with you and yes,” he jabbed his finger towards ceiling and the apartment above their heads. “To be with you. You want me, too. No need to be shy about it, hm? No guessing games.” 
 
“Right. Okay. No guessing games.” he stabbed at a tomato, spearing it with his fork. “And in between upstairs apartment things, we’re supposed to have normal conversations like normal people?” 
 
“Yes. Normal conversations, but hard conversations too.” Ilya wasn’t going to ask about Svetlana or how Shane’s eyes went dark whenever he was pushed about anything, but he made a point to say, “When things come up– not dicks, I do not mean dicks coming up.” he winked again when Shane sputtered into his water. “--When other things come up that we should talk about. We should do that. Otherwise we will only be like dumb scared kids again.” 
 
“That’s fair.” Shane blew out a slow breath. “Okay. Yeah. We can try that.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya nudged his foot into Shane’s under the big table. “What else are you thinking?” 
 
“That skating is gonna be a little awkward at practice tonight?” Shane offered and Ilya pursed his lips, “Mmmmsorry.” 
 
“No ,you aren’t.” Shane nudged Ilya’s foot right back. “But I’m thinking... are you available like this every single Monday?” 
 
“You want to canoodle every Monday?” Ilya leaned over to kiss him, settling his hand warm and steady at Shane’s knee and squeezing lightly. “Sounds like a date.” 
 
“Do not call it canoodling, that’s weird.” Shane warned, but he grabbed for Ilya’s hand and, "Come back." then took a quick drink of water and motioned Ilya in for a real kiss, framing Ilya’s face in his hands only pulling back enough to rest their foreheads together so he could very softly, very shyly whisper, “I missed you, Ilya.” 
 
“I missed you too.” Ilya had to close his eyes, had to set his other hand on Shane’s knee to keep himself steady when the quiet words threatened to crack right through his chest. “Thank you for being here.” 
 
Shane smiled into another kiss, bumping their noses affectionately. “Thank you for inviting me.” 
 
“One day soon,” Ilya squeezed at Shane’s leg before leaning away to keep eating. “I want to fuck you in your boring coach office.” 
 
“Oh no.” Shane immediately shook his head. “Absolutely not. That’s crazy. No way.”  
 
“Hm.” Ilya shrugged and popped another chip into his mouth, cocky and confident and visibly obviously smitten as he nudged at Shane’s foot again. “We'll see.” 
 
****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
I love Dad!Ilya who has whole night time routines with his girls that includes assuring them their stuffed animals love them, never stops thinking about them even when he's with Shane, folds like origami to their every request, has spent a shitload of money and structured his entire life to ensure he can be as present and available as possible for their every need, who wears floral bandanas and keeps his work fridge stocked with their favorite juice. I just love him. 
 
BOY HOWDY baker!Ilya though. A dorky floral bandana and casually flipping a cookie scoop through his fingers while sipping vodka? Okay okay okay. Cool cool cool cool cool. 
 
My original plan was to have Shane's return to therapy happen off screen and just mention it in passing because we have been living ALOT in Shane’s head but I wanted to include this first appointment because the whole thing about Shane participating in his life rather than staying consciously or unconsciously detached (cabin vs home, parents vs friends, no defining terms for his relationship with Ilya) as a defense mechanism is going to feature very heavily in his journey towards healing. 
 
Ilya inviting Shane to see his sprinkle cupboard lmaooo. I loved this whole scene. Shane who takes everything at face value and is so intent on openly acknowledging and appreciating that Ilya is inviting him into his life vs Ilya who had Fully Horny Intentions but is so head over heels for Shane he's happy to sit and give heart eyes while Shane talks about real estate. Canon Hollanov never gets any time to just exist with each other until The Cottage and even then their time is very limited, so I'm really excited for this AU specifically so we can see them in so many domestic, easy, no rush scenarios. 
 
Shane needing Ilya to give him another chance to be honest ie: ask me again if I want to come over and then Ilya having his flabbers fully fucking ghasted by Shane being so bold makes me laugh out loud, but also if y'all read Bare (or tbh pretty much of my Omegaverse or D/s stuff) you know how important it is to me for the Dom/Top/Alpha character to feel equally as pursued and needed and wanted as the sub/bottom/Omega and the way Ilya melts at every bit of attention from Shane is so sweet and also feels very canon. 
 
Things I love specifically about the sex scene: 
 
Ilya taking the time to clean. The apartment was already clean and put together but as soon as Shane was like "hey let's do nekkid things" Ilya went shopping and deep cleaned and put in all that extra effort to make sure Shane felt like being open and brave and vulnerable was well worth it. 
 
Needing to undress together and Shane holding Ilya's necklace to ground himself, and Ilya holding Shane's hand later for the same reason. Shane BEGGING "please fuck me." Ilya kissing Shane's scars and Shane thinking maybe he isn't damaged (he's NOT) and the insane intimacy of Ilya basically covering Shane the entire time so they never stop touching. "Stay with me" from Ilya because he's obsessively cataloguing everything and knows the second Shane starts slipping, then "stay with me from Shane as like, a heart wrenching plea for a hundred things he can't say out loud yet. The constant reassurance 'I'm here, you have me' and then of course, 'Better than I remembered'. Sheesh, loverboys. 
 
ALSO: Shane fighting to stay present while Ilya loves and encourages and considers it a compliment/necessary and sacred part of their dynamic when Shane going quiet after sex? That will be A Whole Important Dynamic later on. 
 
Do we think Ilya’s gonna get to fuck Shane in his boring coach office? 
 
Thank you to everyone who reads, extra thank you to everyone who comments. I am always surprised by how many people read my little scribbles and also then also running around screaming in excitement over every comment so thank you thank you. 
 
COMING UP: it’s gonna feel like Déjà Vu as they fall into each other and for each other again and again and again… 







      

  












      Chapter 9: Déjà Vu (again and again and again)
  








  
From Jane: Any plans for Monday? 
 
Ilya finished spreading the mix of white chocolate chips and dried cherries edge to edge on the rolled out dough, then wiped his hands and picked up his phone. 
 
From Lily: Today is Monday. 
 
From Jane: Right. Do you have any plans? 
 
From Lily: Prep for tomorrow. White chocolate chip and cherry sweet rolls. Cranberry orange pound bread. Sourdough for sandwiches. 
 
From Lily: You have plans? 
 
From Jane: Practice tonight. 
 
From Lily: This conversation is so boring I will die. Do you want to come over for Monday bakery tour? 
 
From Jane: I’m actually already here…? 
 
From Lily: Jesus Christ. 
 
“Jesus Christ, Shane.” Ilya huffed when he opened the back door and Shane hurried in from outside. “Why didn’t you come inside? Door was unlocked.” 
 
“Felt rude to just walk in.” Shane protested. “I didn’t ask to come over, so I didn’t want to assume I could just walk in, and I knocked but you didn’t answer!” 
 
“On Mondays if my car is here, you just come in. It’s fine.” Ilya snagged the end of Shane’s scarf and pulled it off his neck, tossing it towards the coat rack. “No need to be boring and polite about it.” 
 
“Boring and polite?” Shane undid his jacket and put it on the rack as well. “So next time, you want me to be an asshole?”
 
“No, but I want your asshole.” Ilya grabbed him into a kiss and Shane’s attempt at sounding at least a little bit annoyed, “Ilya, that’s gross.” was entirely invalidated by just how quick he was to back Ilya up into the wall and deepen the kiss wet. 
 
“I think you like it.” Ilya decided smugly and Shane laughed against his mouth as they stumbled through the door leading upstairs, “God, I really do.” 
 
They barely made it up the stairs in one piece. It would have been easier if Ilya hadn’t been pulling at Shane’s shirt, would have been easier if Shane wasn’t sticking his hand down Ilya’s pants, would have been easier if they stopped kissing long enough to quit stumbling over their feet and banging into the wall and bruising their hips and lower back against the hand railing but whatever. 
 
Whatever. The stairs were eventually conquered, the upstairs apartment eventually reached, Ilya broke the kiss just long enough to kick the door shut behind them, then snapped his fingers and ordered half teasing, half shaking with exhilaration, “Okay. Clothes all the way off. Let me see you.” 
 
“Impatient?” Shane goaded as he yanked his shirt off and Ilya crowded in to kiss him again, “Yes,” muffled into a twist of tongue, “And greedy. So whip it out.” 
 
“You whip it out.” Shane couldn’t drop to kneeling as fast or as easily as he used to, but he went down to his knees anyway, running his hands up Ilya’s thighs and tipping his head back to look up and up at him. “Come on.”
 
“Fuck Hollander.” Ilya’s voice caught ragged, his blue eyes widening shell shocked. “Fuck. Are you–” 
 
“I thought you were impatient.” Shane traced his index finger over his lips, then followed it with his tongue, licking his lips until they were shiny. “Put it right here.” 
 
“Bozhe moy, Shane.” Ilya barely got the words out when Shane pushed his pants down and lifted his cock free. “Fuck.” 
 
Shane flattened his tongue and ran it up the underside of Ilya’s length, closing his lips sucking at the tip and Ilya’s jaw went slack, his mouth falling open over an unsteady breath, “You are so beautiful like this, so pretty on your knees.” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane’s smile was quick and flustered and pleased, a dark pink blush burning at his cheeks and into the tips of his ears. “Keep– keep talking. Keep saying things like that.” 
 
“Things about how good your mouth is–fuck!” Ilya dropped his head back groaning when Shane rewarded the praise by taking an inch of him onto his tongue. “Fuck. Okay. Yes. Yes. You will keep your mouth full, and I will keep talking. That is what you want?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya whispered. “Okay okay okay, anything you want.” 
 
Shane kept his mouth full. Ilya kept talking. He slid his hands into Shane’s hair, cradling at the back of Shane’s head, not pushing only holding as Shane licked his cock up and down, coating him in saliva and smearing it at his lips and told Shane how good he was, how pretty he was on his knees, Ilya had been thinking about him, about this, all goddamn week.
 
Shane’s mouth stretched slick and obscene around the width of Ilya’s cock and Ilya brushed his knuckles at Shane’s face to feel the bump of himself at the inside of Shane’s cheek, slipped his thumb past Shane’s gorgeous lips to feel the heat of his mouth and the push of his tongue and crooned about Shane being so warm, so wet, taking him so well and driving him crazy licking at him. 
 
Shane swallowed around the head of his cock and Ilya’s hips jerked forward helplessly, his fingers clenching tight in Shane’s hair before he got himself back under control, and he muttered a curse, stammering and stuttering telling Shane his mouth was perfect, it was too good, he was beautiful, Shane was beautiful, Ilya had missed having him, holding him, missed them and missed this, blyat Shanychka ty mne nuzhen…
 
Ilya came with his hand around Shane’s neck so he could feel every shift and spasm of Shane’s throat as he swallowed swallowed swallowed. 
 
Shane came grinding the heel of his hand into his crotch, his mouth full and eyes closed, drool and cum messy at the corner of his mouth as he spilled into his pants undone by the adoration in Ilya’s deep voice and the weight of Ilya’s cock on his tongue and bumping at the back of his throat. 
 
Fuck.
 
Shane fell back onto his butt and scooted dazedly across the floor so he could lean against the bed. He was loopy, lethargic, his head lolling back loose and his eyes too heavy, his limbs too weighted, mentally and physically so far dazed that even breathing felt like too much effort and each labored inhale came from way down at the soles of his feet, each slow exhale leeching the tension out of his frame to leave him sagging slumped. 
 
“Shane. Dorogoy. Here. Very slow.” Ilya uncapped a water bottle and held it to Shane’s lips, tilting it enough to pour past his lax lips and down his sore throat. He settled his hand solid and steadying at Shane’s thigh, digging his fingers into the seam of Shane’s pants to ease the tremble in Shane’s frame. “Sip.” 
 
“I j-just uh– just need a minute and then I’ll– I can um– I can get cleaned up and–” The water hit Shane’s throat room temperature and soothing, not too hot to shock him, not too cold to make him flinch. Room temperature, only enough for a swallow and a little extra to coat the inside of his mouth. Ilya sat budged up against him shoulder to shoulder and knee to knee and Shane focused on the solid line of Ilya’s body, the heat of his skin, the lingering taste in his mouth and on his tongue, the echo of Ilya praising him…
 
“Oh." He jumped when soft lips pressed against his own, jumped and then moaned into the kiss, shoulders dropping and knees falling open as Ilya budged in to kiss him longer, cradling his face between his calloused palms and nudging at his nose. “Ilya.” 
 
“Stay.” Ilya slid his hand to the back of Shane’s neck, massaging firmly at the knotted muscle. “No rush.” 
 
“Mmmmjusneedasecond…” Shane needed a second. A minute. An hour. He’d made a plan to initiate, to show up and maintain some control, to not let himself get overwhelmed and overstimulated and lost but then Ilya had opened the door and kissed him, made him laugh and pulled him up the stairs and just like that, Shane had been lost. Dizzy, dazed, spacey hazy lost. On his knees drifting. Mouth full, ears full of praise, brain empty, it was so easy, too easy to let go and let Ilya overwhelm him but that hadn’t been the plan. 
 
The plan had been establishing permanence and actively participating, but falling to his knees and going all loopy wasn’t exactly participating in establishing anything permanent and fuck, Shane just needed a second and a minute to get his head out of the clouds and then he could–
 
–then he could–
 
“Shane.” Another kiss. Ilya covered Shane’s mouth then put his hand at Shane’s chest covering his heart, foreheads and noses touching and sharing air. “Is okay. You need another drink. Here.” 
 
“G-give me a sec. I just need to–” 
 
“Open.” 
 
Shane opened, lips parted and eyes closed and chin resting in Ilya’s palm so Ilya could direct him up and open and pour another swallow of water into his mouth, down his throat, settling into his consciousness. 
 
“Good job.” Ilya took a drink too, then capped the bottle and set it aside. 
 
It was… weird… that Shane was making such an effort to get steady and get coherent and get done. Weird that Shane’s eyes creased distressed at the corners, his mouth set tense, and brow wrinkled like he was trying to– trying to what? Find the energy to get up and leave? Fight his way out of the cottony, cloudy headspace?
 
Ilya though, oh, and reached to brush his fingers at Shane’s lips thinking maybe Shane wanted needed something in his mouth to ground him, but then no Shane didn’t turn into it the way he usually did and Ilya didn’t want to say he didn’t like it, but–- but he didn’t really like that. 
 
“Shane?” he asked uncertainly, because he didn’t know how to ask why Shane didn’t want what he usually wanted, Ilya didn’t know how to ask why the come down this time felt different than it had at the hotel, different than it had last Monday. “Everything is okay?” 
 
“I’m fine.” Shane turned into Ilya’s body, not his hand or the offer of his fingers but into Ilya’s shoulder, nosing at his shirt and closing his eyes breathing in the smell of the familiar cologne, instantly easier centered with the grounding scent. “I’m fine. Just need a minute, then I’ll get up and get cleaned up and–” 
 
“I have extra pants in the downstairs office.” Ilya told him quietly, dropping a kiss on Shane’s brow. “For when I make a mess in the bakery. I will get them. You stay here.” 
 
“I–” 
 
“Stay.” 
 
Shane stayed. Ilya grabbed his extra set of sweatpants from the downstairs office and made a mental note to stock the apartment dresser with spare clothes because if Mondays were going to be a whole thing, he wanted to be prepared. He rushed back upstairs and started the shower so it would be warm, then sat back beside Shane on the floor, budged in close shoulder to shoulder and knee to knee, lined up all the way down their bodies and holding hands tight. 
 
“You said um–” Shane rubbed his cheek at Ilya’s shoulder. “Something about white chocolate chip cherry bread?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya dropped a kiss onto Shane’s hair. “The dough is chilling in fridge but will only take an hour to bake and be ready to eat. You can stay. I will make some for you.” 
 
Shane wanted some. White chocolate chip cherry bread fresh from the oven sounded heavenly, eating a slice while Ilya brought him a drink and gave him dozens of kisses and smiled at him sounded heavenly.
 
Objectively, Shane knew the craving for sugar was his body reacting to the physical and emotional toll of intense sex, he’d spent enough time coming down from post-game exhilaration to know that a granola bar or even balanced smoothie would be more beneficial than a thick slice of buttery, sugary dessert bread but– but—
 
Next time. 
 
Next time Shane would make an effort to ensure he didn’t get so carried away. He’d make an effort to stay present and engaged and participating to make sure it all felt better balanced. Something something whatever Dr. Soule had been saying about building a base of support so he wasn’t so easily overwhelmed. Making sure he didn’t feel temporary by paying attention to Ilya’s reaction and reassuring himself that the attraction and need went both ways. 
 
Next time Shane would work on all that. 
 
This time Shane sat down in the bakery wearing an extra pair of Ilya’s sweats, licking butter and melted chocolate off his fingers as Ilya set an ice cold ginger ale in front of him then tipped his chin up to cover his mouth in a long kiss. 
 
Ilya breathed a sigh of relief when Shane kissed him back tasting like chocolate and ginger and  told himself the uncertainty he’d felt upstairs was nothing more than a blip. Nothing more serious than an unexpectedly emotional comedown. 
 
It was okay. 
 
Everything was fine. 
 
*****
 
The best thing about the Montbonne Community Ice Rink was that it was practically ancient, a left over relic from back when the homes were all brick and the commercial buildings were damn near fortresses. 
 
The walls were hugely wide to hide massive support beams and all the required insulation, the concrete slab floor was permanently cold from end to end and the electrical grid could have powered half the town, but instead cranked out a never ending supply of energy to ensure the ice stayed ice and the dozens and dozens of lights stayed on. Every window in the rink was double paned and the doors ultra solid, the interior walls for the offices and locker rooms far thicker than the standard in an attempt to keep heating bills down without freezing players and coaches and Rachel right out of her office. 
 
The best thing about the Montbonne Community Ice Rink was that it had been built to bear the brunt of decades worth of Canadian winters and all the collective wear and tear of years worth of players and skaters coming through the doors. The rink had been built to last and it was very specifically beautiful how happy voices and laughter from the ice could echo all the way to the soaring rafters…
 
…but once the ultra solid doors were closed and the double paned windows curtained, the thick walls of the private offices were rendered effectively soundproof. 
 
Soundproof, but Shane still pulled the collar of his sweater over his mouth and gnawed at the hem of it to muffle his groans and whimpers and punched out little wails as Ilya fucked him. 
 
Just in case. 
 
“You feel so good around me Shane, fuck.” Ilya wasn’t near as concerned with the noise as Shane was. Not only was he at least ninety percent sure that the office was in fact damn near soundproof, but he wasn’t the loud one. Everything Ilya said whispered into Shane’s ear as he fucked him, mouthed into kisses at Shane’s back because Ilya was obsessed with the flex of muscle as Shane braced himself against the desk and pushed into every thrust. 
 
Shane had to bite his sweater so he wouldn’t yelp every time Ilya’s cock stabbed over his prostate, but Ilya licked a wet stripe up Shane’s neck and bit a kiss to the hinge of his jaw to croon, “No one can hear us, Shanychka, be loud, I love your noises.” 
 
“Shut up.”  Shane hurt his hand smacking it on the desk in a too hard, too futile attempt to quiet another whimper. No matter how much Ilya loved his noises, people would absolutely hear him if he got loud and no no no they couldn’t risk that. 
 
“Shut up,” he gasped out, eyes closed and mouth hanging open and cheeks burning in a blush because the rhythmic squeak creak squeak of the desk joints rocking back and forth pushed to their limit with Shane’s weight braced over it and Ilya pounding into him was loud enough to be sirens in his head. “Shut up or– or I’ll make you stop. If you get us caught, I swear I’ll—” 
 
“Stop?” Ilya stopped mid thrust, not deep enough in to be any fun, just far enough out to be frustrating. He knew Shane hadn’t told him to actually stop, he knew Shane was just being bratty but Ilya could be bratty too, and like an absolute motherfucker he stopped just to prove a point. 
 
The point being of course, that the noise Shane made when Ilya stopped, the way he cursed something borderline incoherent because he was annoyed and devoid and confused enough to be pissed off was immediately louder than anything he’d been trying to muffle. 
 
And Ilya laughed at him. He stopped mid thrust knowing full well Shane would fuss about it, then swatted his hand crack at Shane’s ass and goaded, “No no, you shut up so we don’t get caught.” 
 
Ilya was laughing but then he was groaning as Shane reached back and grabbed a fistful of his hair, dragging him down and dragging him in until Ilya was buried deep again, bent over Shane’s back with his chin at Shane’s shoulder, Shane holding onto his curls in a vice grip. 
 
“You are a fucking asshole.” Shane hissed and Ilya smothered a few chuckles into a kiss at Shane’s ear and apologized, “Sorry, sorry. Can I keep fucking you now?” 
 
“You shouldn’t have stopped.” Shane didn’t let go when Ilya started moving in him again. He arched his back and kept one hand on the desk but he left his fingers tangled up twisting and curling through Ilya’s hair, scratching at Ilya’s scalp to keep him close, his head turned into every brush of Ilya’s lips across his cheek, “Fuck you– you shouldn’t have stopped.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya shouldn’t have stopped for the sake of the joke, he shouldn’t have stopped to laugh at Shane, he shouldn’t have stopped ever, not then and not after Vegas, Ilya should have stayed, he knew that, he knew that. 
 
“Sorry.” he whispered. “Prosti menya, lyubimyy…”
 
Shane shuddered like he knew the sorry meant more than right then, but shook it off and kept pushing into every thrust, shoving back onto Ilya’s cock until his hips were sore from being held so tight and his arm shaking from holding his weight beneath every hard push, his breath coming choppy and chest heaving, “Ilya Ilya Ilya– fuck–!” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya finished first, hands bruising tight gripping at Shane’s ass and head tilted back, moaning brokenly as he came. 
 
“Sh–Shane–” he trailed off mumbling in Russian as he pulled out of Shane’s body and tossed the condom away. He was stumbling, a little bit dizzy, unsteady on his feet as he dropped to his knees and turned Shane around to finish him too. 
 
“Holy shit.” Shane pulled the sweater sleeves down over his fingers and covered his mouth with both hands when Ilya bobbed over him with cheeks hollowed and lips tight, slurping and moaning as he sucked at him. Ilya’s mouth was hot, his lips stretched and shiny as he drooled hungry and sloppy over Shane’s cock. Ilya slid blunt fingers behind his balls and back to his hole, pressing past his rim to find his prostate and that was enough, fingers and Ilya’s mouth and the vibration of Ilya humming around him like he was starving for it was enough to make Shane cum spilling down Ilya’s throat while the sweater did exactly nothing to muffle his desperate shout. 
 
“Oh holy fuck.” Shane would have fallen if it weren’t for the desk at his back and Ilya’s big hands  immediately braced at his thighs holding him steady. “Ilya, holy shit. That— that was so good, fuck.” 
 
“Yes. Agree.” Ilya was flushed red and grinning wild as he nipped a satisfied kiss to the crease of Shane’s hip. “I love it when I win.” 
 
“Did you win?” Shane shoved a trembly hand through his sweaty hair, pushing it off his forehead. “Cos uh,” he chuckled breathlessly, “Feels like maybe I won.”
 
“I got to fuck you in coaches office.” Ilya pointed out smugly. “I win.”
 
“Oh yeah.” Shane’s grin was a little bit dopey. “That took surprisingly little convincing.”
 
“I think maybe you planned it.” Ilya made sure Shane was propped against the desk before letting go and fumbling for the wash cloth folded sort of suspiciously conveniently on the corner of the desk. “You have clean up towel,” he wiped himself down, then wiped his hands, “had lube and condoms in desk.”
 
“You showed up with lube and condoms too.” Shane pointed out, and Ilya shrugged, “Yes but I am devious. So.”
 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane rolled his eyes, then rolled them harder when Ilya added with a lecherous waggle of eyebrows, “Thank you Coach, can I have another?”
 
“Definitely do not call me Coach when my dick is still out.” Shane flicked him in the ear and Ilya stood up to kiss him, his fingers sweeping lightly under Shane’s eyes along the spray of freckles as he covered Shane’s mouth in a sweet kiss. 
 
“MmmShanychka.” he exhaled, his other hand creeping round to rest at Shane’s waist and Shane almost leaned into it. Almost chased a second kiss and almost dropped his head to Ilya’s shoulder, almost looped his arm at Ilya’s neck and let his whole weight sag forward cos he knew Ilya would catch him and let him sit quiet a minute.
 
Instead, “Get off me so I can open the door and air this place out, it stinks like sex in here.”
 
Shane wrinkled up his nose and laughed, pushed at Ilya’s chest to create some space and grinned like it was fine, like nothing was weird, like he wasn’t actively fighting every single cell in his body and the whining needy voice in his head to stay standing on his own two feet and call their little office encounter done. 
 
“We have a few minutes.” If Ilya would have blinked, he would have missed it. If he hadn’t been still connecting the dots between Shane’s freckles drawing constellations with his fingertips and hovering close enough to count the fan of Shane’s lashes, Ilya would have blinked and missed the split second shift between Shane sighing into a kiss and Shane putting up a wall or flipping a switch or closing the proverbial door between them so he was talking normally and standing up straight and stepping away to tidy up like it was fine. Like nothing was weird. Like there hadn’t ever been even once in their entire history when he hadn’t melted soft and quiet into Ilya’s arms for at least a minute or two after they were done.
 
Huh.
 
“This was fun.” Shane wiped down, cleaned up, and got to work disinfecting the desk, tying up the small trash  bag where Ilya had dropped the condom and tossing the soiled hand towels into a different bag to take home and wash. He tucked the lube and string of condoms back into the very back of the locking drawer on his desk, neatly rolled the cuffs of his sweater so the wet patch where he’d bit and drooled trying to stay quiet wasn’t against his skin then headed to unlock the door, sending Ilya an expectant look, “See you at practice tomorrow?” 
 
“Um. Yes.” It wasn’t right, how quickly Shane was buttoned up, put together, presentable. Ilya didn’t like it. He didn’t know what it was exactly that he didn’t like about it, Shane was smiling and kiss flushed and checking to make sure they’d see each other tomorrow, but it wasn’t… right. And Ilya didn’t like it.
 
“Yes, tomorrow.” Ilya zipped back into his jacket. Made sure his pants were closed. Apparently they were done. Done with sex and done tidying up and done with the middle of the day meet up.
 
It was reminiscent of back then, of before, when sneaking around came with a time limit, when cursory cleanups had included copious amounts of cologne and deodorant to cover the smell of sex, when once the clothes were back the eye contact was non existant and someone was quick to get to the door and go, but even then Shane had lingered for end of date kisses. Even then Shane had said good-bye with his voice slurred soft and his eyes bright. 
 
“I can kiss you goodbye?” He hesitated before asking, not because Shane had ever told him no, but because Shane wasn’t slurring soft and his eyes weren’t bright and they were so abruptly cleaned up, packed up, done that Ilya was still a little uncertain about whatever it was that wasn’t quite right.
 
On Monday, he’d been able to coax Shane to stay with the promise of sweet treats and kisses but there wasn’t anything like that at the office, no way for Ilya to extend it all longer to make anything extra comfortable so they could linger.  
 
So he asked uncertain and hesitant and careful, “I can kiss you good-bye?” 
 
“Yeah, of course.” Shane pursed his lips into a short good-bye kiss, then hooked his fingers in Ilya’s coat and pulled him back for a longer one, sliding his tongue at the seam of Ilya’s mouth and moaning low in his throat when he tasted the remnant of himself on Ilya’s tongue. 
 
“MmmmIlya…” That felt better. Felt closer to right. Shane swayed in chasing the kiss, hummed against Ilya’s mouth and bumped their noses lightly teasing and that felt better and normal and right. “I’ll text you tonight?” 
 
“Yes, text me.” Ilya was being ridiculous. Probably. Making sure a middle of the day rendezvous was discreetly and quickly finished before someone wandered through the community arena and potentially discovered them was exactly the sort of thing the always prepared and always conscientious Shane Hollander would do, so— so Ilya was overthinking it. 
 
Probably.
 
***** 
 
From Lily: You were very bossy at practice today.
 
From Jane: If I’m not bossy, the girls all bully me. Have you ever been bullied by a dozen seven and eight year olds? They’re so weirdly mean.
 
From Lily: I live with Mariya and Nadya, of course I am bullied all the time.
 
From Lily: You should come over. Get on my lap and be bossy to me.
 
From Lily: Pull my hair so I do what you want like Ratatouille.
 
From Jane: … … … 
 
From Jane: New rule, no referencing Pixar movies when you’re trying to get me naked.
 
From Lily: But you will be bossy with me? 
 
From Jane: I could be a little bit bossy with you. 
 
“Don’t move, don’t move, stay right there, just like that—!” Despite Shane’s less than positive opinions about the furniture arrangements in the above-bakery apartment, the couch in the little living room served perfectly well as a place to push Ilya down and climb onto his lap. 
 
“Fuck, you feel good, Ilya that’s so good, fuck.” Shane’s leg and knee would hurt tomorrow guaranteed but it was well worth it to straddle Ilya and ride him right into the cushions, holding at Ilya’s hair tight enough to probably hurt and being bossy with him by way of breathless orders and gasping pleas as he fucked himself on the thick cock chasing his orgasm. 
 
“Harder, though.” Shane dragged Ilya’s face into his chest, arching into the pass of Ilya’s tongue at his nipple, the pull of Ilya’s lips pursed at him, the sting of teeth, “Harder, like that, bite me, yes!”  
 
“Come on, Hollander.” Ilya kept his hands planted on Shane’s ass just like he’d been told, kept his lips and teeth and tongue licking sucking biting at Shane’s chest just like he’d been told, didn’t move no matter how tempting it was to thrust up every time Shane dropped down to grind against him, didn’t let go of Shane’s butt to stroke his cock even though Shane was rock hard and bouncing with every motion, smearing tacky dots of precome over his stomach. 
 
No no no, Ilya stayed put, stayed still, stayed head back and eyes blown wide with lust watching Shane’s gorgeous features crease and wrinkle and change with a thousand different expressions as he got close, close, closer to cumming until finally, 
 
“Fuck Ilya, c’mere and kiss me. Kiss me, c’mon.” Shane slammed their mouths together in a brutal kiss, fisted his hands into Ilya’s hair and held on for balance as his cock jerked throbbing, striping white up his abdomen and messing all over Ilya's stomach. "Ohhhh fuckkkkk..."
 
“So good, sweetheart.” Ilya’s voice bottomed out into a growl as he finished too, rutting up against Shane’s weight and biting at his bottom lip, sucking at his tongue and vibrating with a starstruck, satiated groan from way down deep in his lungs, “That was so hot, Hollander. What the fuck…” 
 
“Must–must have been.” Shane panted through a long kiss, his mouth tilted into a satisfied grin. “If you gotta call me Hollander over it.” 
 
“Fuck, yes.” Ilya wrapped both arms around Shane’s waist, holding him steady and trying to encourage him closer, trying to make sure Shane knew he should slow down and settle down and stay. They weren’t at the office, there was no rush, no chance anyone would see them, he wanted Shane to stay.
 
“Is okay.” he budged up into another kiss, clicking his tongue when Shane swayed like he might fall into him. “Take your time, we have time.” Ilya dotted a kiss to Shane’s jaw, swept his lips to the corner of Shane’s lips, traced the same path with his fingertips subtly offering if Shane wanted to open up and settle in sucking at him for a few minutes. “No rush.” 
 
No rush, but Ilya didn’t know what the fuck to do when Shane gave him one more quick kiss then climbed off and went to wash up. 
 
“God, that was so good.” Shane rolled his shoulders and shook his arms out and stretched, toes curling into the carpet and back arched, hands up above his head and body on full display for a beautifully bare moment before he sighed and smiled and dropped his arms back to his side, “You handle being bossed around like a champ.” 
 
“Please Coach,” Ilya couldn’t tear his eyes away from Shane stretching preening naked. “Can I have another?” 
 
“What did I say about calling me Coach when my dick’s out?!” Shane laughed as he scooped up his clothes and headed to the bathroom to clean up, “It’s weird! Don’t do that!” 
 
No, what was weird was how every time after the first time in the apartment, Shane was putting an end to their meet ups– to their dates– faster and faster. First, with apologizing for being too loopy. Then, being quick to clean up. Now, taking his clothes to the bathroom to get dressed, putting a literal door and physical walls between them until he reappeared fully ready to leave, to move on, to go. 
 
Ilya didn’t like it. 
 
“Hey.” Ilya slid his pants back up his hips but left his shirt off. Held his hand out towards Shane’s and curled his fingers invitingly. “Come and sit a while. We have time.” 
 
“Wish I could.” Shane sat at the tiny kitchen table to tie his shoes. “But I’m supposed to be at the highschool in like twenty minutes for some fundraiser thing. I promised I’d help out.” 
 
“Really.” Really Shane had waited all day Monday to come over to the bakery when he had something scheduled right after? “Why are you doing that?” 
 
“Chaperoning the dance was pretty fun.” Shane threaded his belt through his waistband and cinched it, then started looking around for his keys. “And everyone here has been so great to me, feels like I should take the time and invest back in the community, you know?” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya fidgeted with a loose thread on his pants, awkward and unsettled and uncomfortable with just how much it felt like all those years before when time was limited and the afterglow was rushed because everything happening outside their infrequent private moments was always more important than whatever happened when they were wrapped up in and around each other. “I will… see you later?” 
 
“Definitely.” Shane came back for a good-bye kiss, tugging at Ilya’s hair with a little smile. “This was really fun. See you later.” 
 
“...Bye.”  
 
*****
 
“I didn’t ask you about this last week because I know it takes more than a few days or even a few attempts to feel as if there has been any improvement,” Dr. Soule smiled encouragingly at Shane through the computer screen, “But today I’d like you to tell me what you’ve done in the last couple weeks to establish permanence in your life.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane ran his hands up and down his legs a few times, then held onto his knees to ground himself. “Okay. Permanence. Last couple weeks I’ve been working on initiating with my,” he swallowed, “significant other and uh, setting the pace in certain things so I can control different situations and don’t end up overwhelmed all the time.” 
 
“Mmhmm.” Dr. Soule nodded. “And how has that been going? How are you feeling about your efforts?” 
 
“Insane.” Shane answered bluntly. “I am feeling insane about it. I knew I was too overwhelmed all the time, but forcing myself to recognize it and try to counter it makes me feel insane.” 
 
“Alright.” she made a few notes on her page. “Tell me why that is.” and then after a beat, “And tell me, is the insane part of it all specifically connected to re-establishing a relationship with your significant other or more about–” 
 
“Yes.” Shane interrupted. “Yes. It’s specifically connected to– to them. I’m doing okay with the other stuff, I think. I’m working on my food stuff, I’ve started volunteering around town to create connections and stability in Montbonne, I even set up to get some of my mail forwarded out here. So. So that’s all fine.” 
 
“What is it about your significant other that has made these last few weeks difficult?” 
 
Shit. 
 
“...everything with them is more.” he said slowly. Quietly. “If I’m having a good time, it’s the best time ever. If I’m mad at them, I want to blow the world up. The physical stuff, the uh, the intimacy,” he cringed just saying the word. “Was always a lot. Back when we were together before, it was always a lot but now it’s—” 
 
Dr. Soule waited. Shane closed his eyes. “I thought putting a schedule or time limit on hanging out with them would help me disconnect and not feel so fucking unstable all the time, but I think it makes it worse. I want to stay with them but I know I should leave, so I make myself leave and it kills me and then the come down from it is like– you know, the first couple times we were together it was crazy, but I figured it was just reunion–” 
 
He stopped just short of saying sex. 
 
“I thought because it was the first time in a long time.” he finished lamely. “But now I’m realizing and remembering that it’s always this intense with them. Always. And I guess I handled it okay before, but I’m not handling it okay now.” 
 
“Okay.” she scribbled down another note. “Why do you think that is?” 
 
“Shouldn’t you be telling me that?” he ventured, and Dr. Soule shook her head, “No, Shane. At this point in our therapy together, I should have equipped you with the tools and knowledge to put it into words yourself. You tell me why the highs and lows and come down of being with this person are so intense for you, why the steps you’ve taken to establish permanence in your life seem to backfire around them.” 
 
“Wow. Okay. Um.” He pulled his sleeves down over his hands, picking at the fraying hems of his favorite, ancient, McGill sweater. “Okay. So we were never… permanent… to each other. Back before. It worked because I was busy with hockey and they had their own career so not being serious or permanent to each other was fine. It was mutual, I guess. Our lives only overlapped a little bit so it was easy to be overwhelmed with them, and then move on with my day or my week. It worked.” 
 
“You understand what compartmentalization is.” she stated rather than asked, and Shane nodded, “Yeah. Boxes in my head. Hockey was the biggest box. My personal life was a different box. Off season life was a different box. Everything is separate, nothing is messy, nothing overlaps. It makes life easier.” 
 
“Exactly.” Dr. Soule had asked only once during their first session if Shane had ever been evaluated for or diagnosed with any level of neurodivergence. The answer had been a resounding if not confused no, and she’d never brought it up again, but she did take note of things like how familiar Shane was with the idea of boxes in his head and how much easier he found life to be when everything was separate and tidy. “So the way this person overwhelms you. You were aware of it before, but could compartmentalize it away into it’s neat little box so it didn’t affect your career or your family life.” 
 
“Yes.” Yes…ish. Shane had always tried really fucking hard to keep the Ilya thing contained, but it hadn’t taken long to spill into the other parts of his life and it wasn't until after Vegas that Shane could finally stuff it all down and tape it all away, burying the Rozanov box in the back of his head and the bottom of his heart. 
 
So, “Yeah. I could just–” he made a motion like he was squashing something down. “Yeah.” 
 
“What has changed that you can no longer separate and effectively handle the specific way they overwhelm you?” 
 
“My life overlaps a lot with theirs.” Shane didn’t mention Mariya and Nadya, the twice weekly practices and once weekly games, the Jane and Lily text chain that was separate from the team group chat. “But, their life only overlaps with mine in one area. And they have a dozen other big important priorities to deal with all the time. Their life is complicated. Family stuff, they're established in town, they have connections to everyone and are busy all the time and I’m just um– I’m–” 
 
“You are temporary.” she finished and Shane’s shoulders slumped, “Yeah. I could move away tomorrow and their life wouldn’t change at all, but if they up and left tomorrow my life would–” 
 
Fall apart. Echo empty. He would be missing two players on his little team, his phone would stop buzzing with so many notifications, he wouldn’t have lunches to look forward to and Monday bakery tours to enjoy and kisses to dream about. 
 
“It used to feel balanced.” he said after a long moment. “I was busy, they were busy, when we were together it was great, but we had lives and priorities and careers so we were both equally unimportant to one another.” That was all technically true, but it still felt like a lie. “Now it feels like I’m risking everything including my fucking sanity to be with them, but they aren’t risking anything at all.”
 
“Trying to create permanence in a situation where you feel someone else holds all the power is a difficult, scary thing.” Dr. Soule acknowledged. “I cannot in good faith say whether they are unaware of the imbalance or how complicated their situation seems from your point of view, but I will say that your efforts to make connections in the community so your entire social and emotional life doesn’t revolve around this one person is a healthy and productive attempt to counter it.” 
 
“Okay?” 
 
“I will also say,” she steepled her fingers in front of her chin, “some times when our usual coping tactics have been taken away, everything feels like a risk. Our flight or fight response comes out in full force after emotional and physical trauma and we have to re-train ourselves to recognize the difference between good overwhelmed and bad overwhelmed.”
 
“When our hearts start racing, sometimes we can’t tell the difference between a panic attack or butterflies in our stomach,” she winked at him, “and the better supported we are, the more established and permanent our lives are, the easier it will be to make those distinctions. I think how you are handling things is a good start, you are reaching for outside connection, you are giving yourself limits and clearly you can recognize your negative reaction to being overwhelmed by them is largely based on the fear of being replaced or being temporary in their lives. Those are all good things.” 
 
“But?” Shane pressed when she went quiet. “But…?” 
 
“But.” the doctor conceded with a small nod. “I would caution you against being so busy building walls and searching for support that you forget to open the proverbial door to opportunity and connection. There is a very special freedom and very specific peace found in knowing when it is safe to let yourself be entirely overwhelmed, and I would hate for you to miss it because you were too scared to let go and give someone the chance to catch you.” 
 
“I don’t know how to build support and safety while also like– jumping off the cliff and hoping someone doesn’t let me crash.” he mumbled, and Dr. Soule’s smile was kindly sympathetic, “It takes time, Shane. Time and trust and effort and my favorite thing–” 
 
“Communication.” he finished with a tiny smile and she chuckled at him, “Communication. Exactly. As much as it pains us, sometimes we have to give things time, work hard and definitely use our words.” 
 
“Okay.” The hour was up, and just as well. Admitting how temporary he felt in Ilya’s very well established life made Shane nauseous and he wanted to go lay down. “Thank you, Dr. Soule.” 
 
“Talk to you next week.” 
 
“Okay. Bye.” 
 
*****
 
From Lily: We will be gone Weds- Saturday. Sveta has long weekend for American Thanksgiving and wants to take the twins shopping and to see Christmas lights in the city. 
 
From Shane: That sounds fun. Tell the girls I’ll miss them at practice. No game this weekend though, so they won’t miss much.
 
From Lily: Do you want to come with us?
 
From Jane: Are you serious. 
 
From Lily: Yes. Skip Thursday practice and come with us. 
 
From Jane: That’s family time. I’m not going to intrude. 
 
From Lily: Not intruding if you are invited. 
 
Shane didn’t text back for a long time.
 
From Lily: I want to see you before we leave. 
 
From Jane: Yeah I want to see you too. Monday? 
 
If the kisses seemed more desperate on Monday, if any attempt at conversations felt squashed, if Shane was blisteringly present, aggressively participating, urging Ilya on harder and faster and scoring marks down his back, “Fuck me like this, come on, come on, I want you, need you, come on” before getting on his hands and knees so Ilya could him into an arch and fuck him until Shane was screaming and Ilya was dizzy from cumming so hard–
 
– that wasn’t really a bad thing, right? If it all seemed like a noisy attempt on both their parts to maybe not talk about how the invitation to a family weekend had tilted something noticeable in their relationship, that didn’t necessarily mean anything was wrong. 
 
And if Shane was so shaky afterwards the he couldn’t even stand up, if he was fighting to stay present by biting at the inside of his cheek until it stung and gripping at the messy sheets and blankets until his hands ached, well–
 
Well. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane couldn’t take it. Couldn’t get grounded. He’d been the first to pull away and Ilya had given him the space but now Ilya was getting dressed and Shane couldn’t even get off the fucking bed, so he whispered, “Ilya.” and let himself whimper when Ilya came right back to the bed to stand between his knees and comb through Shane’s hair, coaxing him forward to rest against his stomach. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane looped his arms around Ilya’s knees and pressed closer, smooshing his face into Ilya’s stomach and rubbing his nose through the dark hair at his navel. “F-fuck.” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya sighed in quiet relief when Shane pulled him in tighter, setting his hand warm and solid at the back of Shane’s neck to hold him, sweeping his thumb at Shane’s pulse to feel as his heart beat finally started to slow. They were out of time. Ilya only had twenty minutes to get dressed and get over to the school to pick Mariya and Nadya up and he hated that he had to wonder if Shane had planned it that away again, if Shane had purposefully waited to come over until they would be too limited to take the time to linger together. 
 
Fuck. Ilya didn’t want to think that so he focused on Shane again, holding him close and rubbing at his shoulders, down his back as far as he could reach without disrupting Shane from nuzzling and mouthing at his stomach. 
 
“I wish we had more time, Shanychka.” he murmured, “But we really don’t today.” 
 
“I know.” Shane knew. Dr. Soule had told him not to miss opportunities to connect but the way Ilya so easily stripped him down vulnerable still felt too risky. Too unbalanced. Knowing Ilya was going to spend the weekend with Svetlana and the twins made it all feel risky unbalanced worse so Shane had planned their meet up short and now he was shaking and unsteady and even if he was brave enough to ask Ilya to settle him quiet, they didn’t have any fucking time. 
 
Damn it. 
 
“Okay.” Shane made himself let go. He sat up and sat back and cleared his throat. “Okay. You guys are leaving Wednesday?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya moved away to give Shane the space to find his clothes. “Wednesday morning. The girls will be at practice tonight.” 
 
“Good. Yeah. I’d like to see them before you guys head out.” Shane stood slowly, rubbing at his face, his eyes, his chin. “So. Um–” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya reached for him again, grabbing Shane’s wrist and stepping in close to stare into Shane’s eyes, searching his face. “You are okay?” 
 
“Yeah.” No. “Yeah. Why?” 
 
“Just…” Ilya studied him for another few seconds, then leaned in to kiss him lightly on the lips. “Okay. If you are okay.” 
 
“I’m fine.” Shane stepped back, stepped back, lied right through his teeth, “Just a little tired. Do you mind if I take a quick shower? I’ll be done before you have to leave so you can still lock everything up.” 
 
“Come say bye before you leave?” 
 
“Definitely.” 
 
Shane didn’t go and say goodbye. 
 
From Jane: You were on the phone when I came downstairs. I didn’t want to interrupt. 
 
From Jane: Have fun with everyone this weekend. 
 
Ilya didn’t like it. 
 
****
 
Ilya didn’t know when he’d gotten old and boring enough to be stressed out by every possible thing at carnivals, but clearly it was at some point between the time back in 2012 when Marleau had dragged him to Six Flags and the moment Thursday afternoon when Nadya and Mariya took off sprinting at top speed towards a ferris wheel towering so high above the park that Ilya was promptly sick to his stomach just looking at it. 
 
“No.” he chugged at his soda trying not to gag. “No no girls, you can not ride that. No. Is too high and there are no seatbelts. No.” 
 
“Ignore your Daddy, he’s a wuss.” Svetlana handed Ilya her purse, the girls backpacks, all the assorted treats and stuffed animals they’d already won from the carnival games, then grabbed the twins’s hands and raced excitedly towards the line for the ferris wheel. “Girls trip yay!” 
 
“I’m going to rock the seat until we’re moving like crazy!” Mariya crowed, and Nadya chimed in, “M-me too! Rrrrrock the boat! Rock th-the boat!” 
 
“Don’t tip the boat over!” Svetlana sang as they ran, “Rock the boat, don’t tip the boat over! Rock the boat!” 
 
“When they die, I will laugh.” Ilya dropped onto the closest bench, setting aside the bags and snacks and stuffed prizes with a weary sigh. “Will be their fault for going up on dangerous fucking thing, bozhe moy, no way those are safe. No.” 
 
From Lily: *picture message* Mariya was pouting because she cannot go on something called the Drop of Doom because she’s too small. So Sveta took them on this dangerous ride instead. Heaven help me. 
 
From Jane: We don’t call her Mayday because she’s a delicate little flower. 
 
From Jane: Isn’t that just a Ferris Wheel? Those aren’t dangerous. 
 
From Lily: IS TOO HIGH. 
 
From Jane: Pussy. 
 
“I w-want those ones, Mama.” Friday was shopping day, and while the huge outdoor shopping center close to their hotel had dozens of stores that would have made any child delirious with choices, Nadya decided to squish her little face right up to the window display outside a shockingly expensive shoe store and gasp, “Look at th-them! Look!"
 
“You have good taste, my little love.” Svetlana peered over Nadya’s shoulder and laughed. “Tell your Daddy which ones you want.” 
 
“No.” Ilya was already carrying four shoe boxes and several big bags from the last big store, and he scowled up at the brand name shoe store, then down at the red bottom heeled designer pumps, then over at his sweet daughter and her wildly enabling Mama. “No, Nadyushka. Not until you are sixteen. No high heels, no red bottoms, nothing brand name. You will bankrupt me.” 
 
“Masha, come look.” Svetlana snagged Mariya’s hand and showed her the shockingly expensive sneakers with the same iconic red soles. “Do you like these?” 
 
“Sveta no!” Ilya tried to argue, but Mariya gasped, “They have spikes on them!” and all Ilya could do was stand forlornly on the walkway with his arms full while the girls went in to see if the overpriced shoes came in little girl sizes. 
 
From Lily: Nadya discovered Louboutin sneakers. My bank account will not survive this. 
 
From Lily: This would be easier if you were here. You could use your bossy Coach voice so they will listen. Would balance out family and give me a chance to win arguments so I do not have to buy expensive shoes.
 
Shane didn’t text back. Ilya tried not to let it bother him so much that Shane was funny and engaging and normal right up until Ilya mentioned the word family. 
 
From Lily: What are you doing tonight?
 
From Jane: Not a whole–
 
“Coach! Come sit with us!” Shane shoved his phone in his pocket and sent a self conscious wave towards the middle table at Jacob’s bar where Rachel and Matilde and a couple people Shane didn’t recognize were motioning him over. “Come on! We can have five people on a team, so come sit with us!” 
 
“Here you go, Coach.” Jacob grinned delighted over Shane finally showing up for one of his Friday Trivia nights. He handed Shane an answer sheet, a pen and a beer, then pointed him to the table. “Cozy right on in there with all those super single girls who I’m sure would be thrilled to know just how super duper safe their virtue is with a fella wiht your particular... interests.” 
 
“Fuck off.” Shane huffed and Jacob laughed at him, “Go on. We’re gettin’ ready to start.” 
 
“Thanks.” 
 
Trivia night was a new thing. A never attempted thing. An insanely far outside Shane’s usual wheelhouse thing. He showed up to participate anyway. Shane was trying to establish permanence and community and something outside of the topsy turvy uncertainty of Ilya, and Jacob texted him every Friday morning inviting him over, so with Ilya out of town and Shane decidedly not thinking about how his knee jerk reaction 'no' to the invitation to join in family things had only been a cover for how badly he wanted to say 'yes', he set his jaw and braced himself for a night full of noise and made his way over to the table. 
 
“Hey Rachel. Ravi de te revoir, Matilde.” Shane settled onto a stool and lifted his beer. “Next round is on me?” 
 
“Sounds good, Coach.” Rachel pressed at his arm lightly. “What made you finally come to one of these things!” 
 
“I figured if I didn’t start showing up at things other than practice, people would think I was weird.” Shane offered with a little smile, and Matilde laughed far too loud, “Oh no! Coach, no we don’t think you’re weird! We all adore you!” 
 
“Oh good.” Shane ignored the buzz of his phone in his pocket and nodded. “Well, here I am. Let’s see if I know anything about trivia, huh?” 
 
****
 
Ilya did not win the argument about whether or not the girls needed Louboutin sneakers. Once Sveta found a pairs in her size that matched Mariya’s spiky little set and Nadya’s glossy black set, he had no hope of dissuading them from the outrageous purchase and his fussing about the girls being irredeemably spoiled was only slightly mollified by Sveta paying for the whole thing herself.
 
“Are you still grumpy about the sneakers?” Later that night, Svetlana wandered out to the hotel suite balcony with a blanket around her shoulders and two drinks in hand to find Ilya, “Is that why you are freezing to death trying to be broody and cranky out here in the cold? 
 
“Is not that cold and I am not brooding.” Ilya turned his head to exhale a plume of smoke away from her and Svetlana snorted, “Ew, and smoking?! I thought you quit!” 
 
“I did quit.” Ilya held the cigarette out and Svetlana passed him one of the drinks so she could take the cigarette neatly between her long fingers, dragging in deep and exhaling in a wispy cloud. “Just like you quit, yes?” 
 
“Just like I quit, yeah.” She tipped her head back and groaned in relief. “God, you’d think I wouldn’t miss it after so long, but I still do.” 
 
“Mm.” Ilya took the cigarette back, burrowing deeper into his own blanket. “Girls are asleep?” 
 
“Oh yeah, we wore their asses out.” Svetlana folded her legs under her body as she sat down, cozying into the chair and arranging the blanket to cover her feet. “The carnival yesterday and all the shopping today? They will sleep until noon and probably go to bed right after we go see the lights tomorrow night. You will have comatose twins for the flight back home.” 
 
She took a sip of her drink, watching him closely over the rim of the glass, “You are quiet tonight.” 
 
“Cannot get a word in between you and the girls chattering.” Ilya swirled his glass a few times and took a drink, smiling when he tasted the familiarly expensive vodka they both favored. “You are like noisy hens. Cluck cluck cluck.” 
 
“Noisy hens? No no.” She laughed at him. “I think you mean Mighty Loons hooting.” 
 
“Ugh.” he groaned at her and she laughed again, reached for another pull at the cigarette and demanded, “Ask me about the blind date Bonnie set me up on last Friday. “
 
“Tell me everything about blind date last Friday.” Ilya hooked his hand under her chair and dragged it closer to his with one quick yank, waiting until Svetlana tucked her toes under his legs before adjusting the blankets to make sure she was all the way covered and plenty warm. “How douchey was his cologne?” 
 
“Well for starters,” she rolled her eyes exaggeratedly. “He wasn’t wearing cologne, there is a ninety percent chance it was some atrocious Axe Body Spray flavor that he’d gotten complimented on one time ten years ago and just refused to give up.” 
 
“Axe Body Spray.” Just hearing the words gave Ilya flashbacks to highschool locker rooms and tacky early 2000s club wear and scent names like Midnight Thunder and Panther Extreme. “I know you think is funny to be called MILF by the interns at work, but you have to date boys who are legal to drink, not barely out of highschool still wearing Axe.” 
 
“Fuck off, he was forty two.” she groused and Ilya cracked up, “Sveta, that makes it worse!” 
 
“I know!” she huffed at him. “And when he found out what I did for work, he joked that maybe I should be paying for dinner then, or at the very least go Dutch like 'modern liberated' women liked to do.” 
 
“He wanted you to pay to go on date with him.” Ilya clicked his tongue. “You stayed after that? The old Sveta would have ordered most expensive wine on the list then threw it in his face for fun.” 
 
“Yeah well, the old Sveta wasn’t on track to head up the entire advertising department, so new Sveta has to practice a smidgeon of self control.” she denied with a wry little smile. “I told him I was fine with paying Dutch, then ordered an insane amount of food and ate it right in front of him.” 
 
“Da, there’s my girl.” Ilya grinned and Svetlana shook her head, “Oh, it gets worse. He told me he finally feels ready to settle down and find a wife to have kids with, and that Bonnie had told him I was in my thirties, but he hoped not very far into my thirties because geriatric pregnancies were a real concern after females passed their prime fertility window.” 
 
Ilya waited with eyebrows raised and Svetlana nodded, “Yes, The Axe Body Spray and insecurity about my income were one thing, but the second he said female I was done.” 
 
“You left?” 
 
“Oh no, I wasn’t done with my food.” she wrinkled her nose wickedly, “I had the waitress move me to a different table and kept eating, ordered dessert, an extra bottle of wine. It was a good night for me. He, however, did not like my attitude much at all.” 
 
Svetlana opened her phone to show Ilya the screenshots of dozens of texts the guy had sent all within a few hours. “I blocked him of course, but oh boy. Maybe I’ll just never date again. It is rough out here for those of us who didn’t move to the middle of nowhere and inexplicably reconnect with our first love and forever soulmate.” 
 
She waited, but when Ilya didn’t respond to or even acknowledge her less than subtle subject change, she nudged at him with her foot. “Ilyushka. How is your Jane?” 
 
“I…do not know.” Shane hadn’t texted him in hours. It was a silly thing to care about when they regularly went days without seeing each other and sometimes whole days without texting, a silly thing to care about when Ilya had been busy with his girls and Sveta for two whole days now and Shane was most likely busy too.
 
Ilya cared anyway. 
 
“You don’t know.” Sveta raised her eyebrows curiously. “What is wrong?” And when Ilya’s jaw set tense, she shook her head, “I am not asking you to kiss and tell. Be vague or whatever. But tell me what is wrong.” 
 
“Nothing is wrong. We are better than how we used to be. Way better. We have fun and spend lots of time together and how he is with me–” Ilya took a drink to hide a melancholy smile. “Is private. But. Beautiful.” 
 
“Okay.” she encouraged. “So why do you seem upset about it? 
 
“Sometimes I think he is putting space between us.” Ilya’s brows lowered in thought. “Not physically, but in his head. And in his heart. I ask him to talk about it, but he won’t and I can’t complain. Why would I complain? He is funny and sexy and bozhe moy, when he kisses me…” 
 
He took another drink, then pressed the glass to his forehead. “I do not know, Sveta. Something feels wrong.” 
 
“It’s been ten years apart, Ilya.” Svetlana pointed out comfortingly. “And only a few months together again. He is going through a lot and maybe you don’t know him like you thought you did. You have both done lots of growing up and changing, hm?” 
 
“Maybe. But I think,” Ilya almost didn’t want to say it out loud. “It reminds me of before Vegas, when we did everything separate and had to stay hidden. I think he wants it to be like that again and I– I do not want that.” 
 
“Ah.” her face creased in sympathy. “I think I understand.” 
 
“I want real things with him. All things with him.” Ilya ashed out the cigarette and rubbed at his eyes. “I invited him to come with us, but he said no. He thinks is too complicated with you and the girls and our history but it is all very simple to me. I want to be with him. End of story. Is the easiest thing to know in my life beyond how much I love Masha and Nadyushka and how you will always be my best friend.” 
 
“It's easy to call a story simple when your book has annotations and authors notes and outside point of views.” she pointed out gently, and Ilya frowned at her, “Sveta, I am not drunk enough yet to talk in book metaphors.” 
 
“That’s fair.” She finished her drink and reached for his hand. “Ilya, do you tell your Jane that we book adjoining but separate rooms and I always stay with the girls on these sort of trips?” 
 
“...no?” 
 
“So he thinks we share a room and maybe a bed.” Svetlana nodded. “Have you told him we have not slept together since at least a year before we separated? That it has been years since we even kissed any way other than sweet to each other?” 
 
“I–” 
 
“Did you tell him the decision to keep the twins and get married was not because of romantic love, but based around the idea that there were worse thing we could do than try to raise kids together with our best friend? Or that when we left Russia, it was with the already discussed understanding that once we had lived here or Canada long enough to ensure you and the girls citizenship, we would separate?” 
 
“Sveta–” 
 
“He thinks we are complicated and messy and maybe,” she chose her next words very carefully, “because you have a whole life with me and the girls, maybe he will never be as important to you as we are. You need to talk to him about it. Details and honesty and give him time to process. Otherwise he will think it is safer to do things the way you did before Vegas.” 
 
“So. Solution is time and effort and communication?” Ilya asked wearily, and she sat up to kiss him on the cheek, “Spoken like a man who put himself through a lot of therapy and already knew the solution before I said it. I am going to bed because it is cold and you are grumpy. Goodnight, Ilyushka. I love you.” 
 
“Love you, Sveta.” 
 
Svetlana went back inside Ilya’s suite to get to the adjoining room, crawled into the king sized bed between Mariya and Nadya and tucking in close to them. Ilya followed her in after a minute, checking on her and the sleeping girls before closing the door three quarters of the way and climbing into his own bed for the night. 
 
From Lily: Will you come by bakery on Monday? 
 
From Jane: Yeah. 
 
From Lily: Okay. Cannot wait to see you. 
 
From Jane: I can’t wait to see you either. 
 
Ilya put his phone down and wondered if Shane meant those words just as much as he did.
 
*****
 
Shane let himself into the bakery at six-thirty on Monday morning, knocking loudly as he pushed the back door open and calling, “Ilya? Can I come in?” 
 
Music drifted towards him from the front of the bakery something jarring and driving and definitely not in English and Shane followed the rumbling bass line down the hall, unzipping his coat and taking off his hat as he went. “Ilya? It’s just me. I know it’s super early, but–” 
 
He stopped when he came around the corner and saw Ilya working at the big bake table, sleeves rolled up and apron cinched tight and muttering to himself in Russian as he sifted and mixed ingredients and rolled out thin layers of dough onto dozens of prepped cookie sheets. 
 
“Um.” Shane cleared his throat, then leaned forward and rapped his knuckles on the stainless steel table. “Ilya?” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya startled when the noise cut into his concentration and music, startled more when he looked up and saw Shane standing there. “Chto ty delayesh'? What are you doing here?” 
 
“I got done skating and saw the lights on when I drove past.” Shane eyeballed the stacks of trays and mix of ingredients all over the place. “Is it okay that I’m here now? Or are you too busy?” 
 
“No, not too busy.” Ilya wiped his hands on his apron and hurried to kiss him, not quite able to hide just how surprised and pleased he was by Shane taking the initiative to show up unannounced.
 
“Hi.” he didn’t want to risk getting flour and honey on Shane’s clothes by pressing too close, but Ilya still stole a second kiss, humming into Shane’s mouth and licking past his lips to deepen it hungry for a few seconds. “I am glad to see you.” 
 
“Hi.” Shane twisted his fingers into Ilya’s apron strings and tugged him in close enough to push their foreheads together. “You smell like honey and a whole lot of butter.” 
 
“What dreams are made of, obviously.” Whatever distance and uncertainty had plagued Ilya all weekend evaporated the second Shane smiled at him, and Ilya dropped a relieved kiss on Shane’s nose. “Can you stay?” 
 
“Yeah, it’s like six am, I don’t have anywhere else to be.” Shane pulled a stool out from beneath the bake table and folded his arms on the table. “What are you doing working this early? Where are the girls?” 
 
“Decmber is so busy, I have to do extra prep work.” Ilya slid a cookie sheet onto the rack and pulled an empty one down, dropping a chunk of dough into the center and flattening it out with a heavy rolling pin. “Alicia comes to house early so I can get to the bakery. She takes the girls to school then comes to work, leaves work early to pick girls up for me and helps with homework and usually dinner until I get home.” 
 
“Oh.” Shane watched Ilya roll out the dough to a paper thin width and set it aside, reaching for another tray and another chunk of dough to do it all over again. “That’s nice of her.” 
 
“Alicia loves the girls, treats them like grandbabies.” Ilya turned the music down so he could hear Shane better. “And they think they are getting spoiled when Granny Alicia makes them breakfast and sings favorite songs on the way to school.” 
 
He shrugged, “It works. I do not stress about Masha and Nadyushka being stuck here at bakery while I work early or late, I do not stress about work not getting done because I cannot find babysitter for them. Is only for a few weeks and maybe a couple times during the rest of the year, so it’s okay.” 
 
“I could help sometime.” Shane offered. “Pick them up from school or something. Hold onto them until it’s time for practice on Monday’s and Thursdays. They could just hang out in the office with me at the ice rink or run errands with me. Whatever.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya smiled at him, the frazzled anxious part of his heart settling a little with the reassurance that Shane clearly was very much okay with at least the twin-specific part of Ilya’s complicated life. “Thank you.”
 
“Yeah, of course.” Shane thought spending more time with the twins was both the sort of permanence thing Dr. Soule would be happy he was attempting, and also the sort of overwhelming, in too deep to a complicated dynamic thing that would drive him right to the brink of insanity. 
 
Probably would be fine, though.
 
Probably.
 
“What were you saying when I came in?” Shane changed the subject away from the ever present worry about how unbalanced and temporary and risky it felt to notch himself deeper into Ilya’s life. “You were speaking Russian?”  
 
“Is the recipe for Medovik.” Ilya switched trays again. “Honey cake. Is my Mama’s recipe, one of the only ones I have from her. I say it in Russian so I do not forget it, and when the girls help me bake, we say it in Russian so they do not forget it either, so they have a piece of their babushka.” 
 
“Your Mama’s recipe.” Ilya being so wiling to share so important a memory and detail made Shane’s heart clench. “That’s really special.”
 
“I think so, yes.” Ilya smiled ruefully, “Hopefully the girls appreciate it as special instead of boring things they do with Dad.”
 
“Well, it sure sounds good.” Shane commented, and Ilya raised his eyebrows, “The honey cake?” 
 
“Well yeah, but.” He cleared his throat, scratching at the back of his neck. “You reciting it in Russian. It sounded nice. I liked it.”
 
“You like when I speak Russian.” Ilya stated, and Shane promptly started stammering, “I think I already told you that, I told– I definitely said at least once that you– at the dance, you said something about–” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya set another tray aside and made a show of wiping his hands, straightening his apron, chin up and eyes playfully sharp as he meandered around the table and crowded into Shane’s space, tilting his chin up and murmuring, “Lyubish’ kogda ya s toboy tak govoryu, m?” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane sat up to kiss him, pulling at Ilya’s apron strings again to keep him close, “I don’t know what the hell you just said, but you should keep saying it.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya would have gladly stayed right there kissing Shane’s upturned lips and murmuring any number of filthy, adoring things to him, but the timer went off on the big oven and he sighed, letting go reluctantly. “This is gingerbread coming from oven right now. When it cools, you will have some?” 
 
“I could stick around for some fresh gingerbread.” Shane let go of Ilya’s apron and propped his elbows back on the table, his eyes lingering at Ilya’s arms as he started pulling tray after tray of gingerbread from the oven. “How was the weekend in the city?” 
 
“So good.” Ilya reset the timer on the oven and loaded in the individual trays of Medovik layers. “So expensive. You do not understand how expensive it is to keep spoiled girls happy at carnivals and shopping centers and at Christmas light displays. I paid too much money for special hot chocolate. Was highway robbery.” 
 
“You could tell them no.” Shane told him with a short laugh, and Ilya snorted, “You try telling them no. Let me know how it goes.” 
 
Ilya closed the huge oven doors, double checked the timer, then rolled the racks of fresh gingerbread towards the back of the bakery to cool down so he had room to keep stacking trays of medovik. “How was your weekend?” 
 
“Same as always.” Shane shrugged. He’d cleaned the cabin. Read through his books. Done his twice daily yoga. He’d managed to eat a normal amount of food while feeling fairly okay about his carb and calorie intake cos regardless of his stomach being softer than before or feeling bigger than he used to, he felt mentally sharper and slept deeper and skated and coached better when he wasn’t starving all the fucking time. “Not as interesting or as expensive as your weekend, that’s for sure.” 
 
Shane didn’t mention the trivia night at Jacob’s bar. It had taken all his mental energy and all of his courage just to go to the damn thing and then he’d been talked at until he had a migraine, his social battery drained for maybe decades after all the chatter and random interactions, he hadn’t known half of any of the answers to the pop culture and social media questions– it had been a tough night. But Shane had made it through and everyone had been real nice about it and seemed genuinely excited for him to show up and participate, so he thought he might go back the following Friday. 
 
He didn’t mention it though. Having something to do that didn’t revolve around Ilya or hockey felt important and Shane wasn’t ready to share it until he knew if it was a positive, do-able thing or not. 
 
“Will you tell me what you’re doing?” Shane changed the subject. “With all the little layers?” 
 
“Yes. So Medovik is layer cake.” Ilya had been running on auto for over an hour that morning, mumbling the recipe to himself but going through the memorized motions without any conscious thought. He’d made the recipe so many times, layered the cake the exact same way so many times he didn’t even have to think about it, so when Shane asked about it, Ilya had to stop and think and… 
 
Shit. “Ah.” he frowned, hesitating. “Yes. Okay. So first I–” 
 
“I messed you up, didn’t I?” Shane laughed, but it wasn’t mean. “You do it by habit but can’t explain it out loud?” 
 
“No, I can explain. But in Russian, because–” Ilya tapped at his head. “I have to think it in English. First, I–” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane shook his head. “Explain it to me in Russian.” 
 
“You will not understand?” Ilya hesitated, but Shane shrugged, “That’s okay. I like how it sounds and I’m sure I can follow along. If you don’t mind.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya agreed with a very soft, very tiny smile. Shane coming to the bakery early to spend time with him, laughing about the girls, wanting to learn his Mama’s recipe and wanting to hear it in Russian– it felt like maybe Ilya was stressing over nothing, like Shane wasn’t really putting up any distance between them and Ilya was just anxious because he’d waited so long and wanted it all to go so right. 
 
“Okay.” Ilya put two fingers to his mouth and tapped twice in a quickly emotional kiss, then picked up the first mixing bowl and switched to Russian to walk Shane through the recipe and process the same way his Mama had so many times, the same way he did with Mariya and Nadya. 
 
Shane sat and listened, not understanding a single word of the explanation but wide eyed invested in everything Ilya did. He watched closely when Ilya slowed down to show him the specifics of a step, tilted his head and nodded whenever Ilya picked up an ingredient and added it to the bowl, there was a whole section where Ilya talked fast and mimed layers with his hands and Shane surmised, “You bake the individual layers and then stack them?” and Ilya lit up with a wide grin at seeing how close Shane was paying attention even with the language barrier. 
 
The sweet cream filling was whipped up in a mixer and Ilya scooped up a little bit on the edge of a dessert spoon and held it out across the table for a taste. Shane licked it clean then handed it back and made a face, “Ewwwww!” when Ilya made a show of promptly licking the same spoon with an exaggeratedly lewd expression. Ilya pulled the cooled layers off sheets and talked Shane through stacking each piece with painstaking accuracy, the filling piped in just thick enough to bolster the cake but not so thick as to overwhelm the delicate layers. 
 
It was a labor intensive process, careful and precise and dedicated and Shane sat there with his elbows propped on the table and his chin in his hands listening to Ilya talk and watching as the desserts took shape, one after another for the better part of an hour. 
 
“Okay. All done with that for now.” Ilya pulled the last trays from the oven and shelved them quickly, then ditched the oven mitts and his apron and told Shane, “Come on. Come here with me.” 
 
“Where are we going?” Shane held onto Ilya’s hand and followed him out of the main baking area, into the hall leading to Ilya’s office and then through a door he hadn’t noticed before. “Wait, what’s this room? I don’t remember seeing this when you showed me the bakery the first time.” 
 
“Is maintenance room for oven, did not matter for tour.” Ilya pushed Shane through the door and shut it locked behind him. “Most important, it is private.” 
 
“Private? Why would– oh.” Shane got it when Ilya glommed right onto him, hands diving under his shirt and mouths crashing together as he pushed Shane back back back into the wall and covered him with his body. “Don’t you have–mmm.” Shane’s mouth fell open obedient beneath the squeeze of fingers at his jaw and impatient sweep of tongue along his lips. “Mmmoffice for this? Or upstairs? Isn’t that the– fuck, Ilya–!” he groaned when Ilya’s hands found his nipples, tweaking and groping at his chest. “Isn’t privacy what the upstairs apartment is for?” 
 
“Do not have time for apartment this morning, Alicia will be here after dropping off girls very soon.” Ilya latched onto Shane’s neck, mouthing and biting up the corded muscle of his throat and tightening his arm at Shane’s waist when Shane predictably sagged into him as his eyes fell shut and his knees went weak beneath the attention. 
 
The maintenance room was dark and warm, smelling like sweet dough and sugar cinnamon from all the pastries rotating through the big oven on the other side of the wall. The rumble of the oven’s huge fans and grumble of the rotating shelves was loud enough to cover Shane’s curse when Ilya yanked his pants open and grabbed for his cock, loud enough to muffle Ilya’s gasp when Shane dribbled spit into his palm and started jerking him off rough and fast. 
 
“Oh fuck you feel good. More more more, come on.” Shane panted into messy, uncoordinated kisses as they raced to try and get off and Ilya sucked at his tongue, at his bottom lip, at Shane’s ear and groaned, “I missed you, Shanychka.” as their hands bumped and fingers tangled trying to stroke each other and then themselves and then everything together as sweat and precome mixed with the spit and they slid a little bit smoother. 
 
“Fuck Ilya.” Shane thunked his head back on the wall and begged as Ilya dug his teeth into the curve of his neck and bit down sucking hard enough to leave a mark. “Yeah that’s good. That’s good, fuck. M-Mark me up. Come on.” 
 
“You will bruise so pretty.” Ilya bit down harder, thrust up into Shane’s palm faster, grinding into him and pulling at his hair, holding at his face and then his throat until Shane laughed something breathless and covered Ilya’s hand at his throat so he would squeeze. “You want more?” 
 
“Y-yes. More.” he gasped out wrecked and ragged when Ilya’s fingers spasmed against his trachea, digging in and cutting off his air for a delirious few seconds before he was, “Ah–ah–ah–fuck!” cumming into Ilya’s hand, eyes screwed shut and mouth dropped open, throat moving with aborted little swallows as he strained up into Ilya’s palm and arched up into the pressure at his neck. “Fuck.” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya buried his face in Shane’s shoulder, chasing his release with his own hand when Shane’s fingers fell away limp. “Shane please– please–” 
 
“Here. Here.” Shane dragged Ilya’s head up to catch him in a kiss, sucking at his tongue and drawing it out filthy until Ilya cursed and finished messy all over their joined hands. “Holy shit, Ilya.” 
 
“I am glad,” Ilya had to gasp in a breath and wet his lips before he talk, “you decided to be here early today. Was a long weekend,” he swallowed, pushing their foreheads together and cupping Shane’s cheek with his clean hand. “Was a long weekend without you. Missed you.” 
 
“I–” Shane almost lied. Almost played it off. Almost called it casual. 
 
“I missed you too.” he whispered and closed his eyes against the relief of saying it out loud. Held on tight to Ilya to stop the tremor from way down in his core over finally admitting it. “I missed you. Yeah.” 
 
“I have more clothes in office, at least another shirt and a hoodie if you want it.” They were a mess, sticky and tacky and breathing hard trying to come down, and Ilya hadn’t planned any further ahead than wanting a private place to kiss Shane right into cumming, so he stepped back enough to yank his t-shirt off, using it to wipe Shane’s hands and then at Shane’s stomach before folding it over and cleaning himself up as best he could. “I will grab–” 
 
They froze in place when the unexpected sound of multiple voices drifted in over the rumbling drone of the huge oven. Shane’s eyes popped so hysterically shocked wide that Ilya had to cover his mouth to quiet a burble of laughter at Shane’s immediate panic. 
 
“This isn’t funny!” Shane hissed and Ilya muffled another laugh, “Your eyes are this big, Shane.” 
 
He mimed huge goggles over his face and Shane punched him in the shoulder, “Ilya! What if they see us!” 
 
“No, no is fine.” Another giggle escaped as Ilya tried to shush Shane, but Shane’s eyes kept getting bigger as Alicia and Brylie’s voices came closer down the hall. “Is fine, I promise.” 
 
“Ilya, this is not–!” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya kissed him hard, didn’t let up until Shane sagged against him with a low moan. 
 
“Shane.” gentler, more adoring, Ilya couldn’t resist brushing through Shane’s messy hair, across his freckles, at the corner of his kiss swollen lips. “I will distract them. You run. Will be okay, I promise."
 
“Didn’t they see my car?” Shane blurted in a renewed jolt of panic, but Ilya shook his head. “No, they do not park back there, too many cars blocks delivery alley. They park in lot and come through front door. I will tell them sweater was mine if they saw it. Now go. Hurry.” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane darted in for one last kiss. “Fuck fuck fuck—!” 
 
Ilya cracked the door open to make sure Alicia and Brylie were in the staff room clocking in, then swatted Shane on the butt and sent him running to collect his sweater and keys and hopefully get out the back door and into his car gone before anyone was the wiser. 
 
“Alicia, that is you?” Ilya leapt across the hall and into his office, counted to ten, then opened his office door as loudly as possible. “Brylie, you too?” 
 
“Morning, Ilya!” Brylie called from the employee room. “I have free period until ten today, so I thought I’d come help for a while! Is that okay? It won’t mess up payroll for me to be here for a couple hours?” 
 
“No, will not mess up payroll.” Ilya checked his phone when it blinged–
 
From Jane: Made it.
 
–then breathed a sigh of relief and managed a normal smile when Alicia bustled out of the back room with a clean apron on. “Hi. How are the girls?” 
 
“The sweetest angels ever, of course.” Alicia beamed up at him. “We had so much fun today. Do I need to pick them up from school too?” 
 
“If you don’t mind yes. Medovik prep is all day thing and we sell so much of it, I need as much time as possible to get ahead of it.” 
 
“Of course! I don’t mind at all!” Alica headed out into the main bakery and Ilya slumped against the office door frame, chuckling under his breath as he texted back, 
 
From Lily: We should be spies. So good at being sneaking. 
 
From Jane: I almost had a heart attack. I’m too old for this sneaking around ninja shit. 
 
From Lily: We could just tell everyone. 
 
Ilya didn’t sent the last text. He thought about it, typed it, then deleted it and put his phone back in his pocket. 
 
The morning had been incredible so far. Ilya felt seen and appreciated and admired, Shane had come apart just as sweetly desperate as he always did and no there hadn’t been a chance to linger once Alicia and Brylie showed up, but Ilya thought maybe Shane would have stayed if he could. He thought after a morning spent talking and being sweet together, Shane would have stayed, maybe if Ilya had taken him to the office and the small sofa Shane would have fallen into his arms quiet and settled for a while. 
 
They still needed to talk though. Ilya still needed to find the right time to tell Shane the details and specifics about his relationship with Svetlana and the boundaries they had in place about each other dating. He would make sure Shane had time to sit with the information and process it, Ilya would figure out how to be perfectly clear about it all so there wasn’t any more confusion about complicated things or what they both wanted. 
 
Before Ilya could do things like suggest they date publicly, they needed to talk and after they talked, maybe Shane would stop leaving so soon after they were done, stop shying away from certain conversations, things would be better and Ilya could stop obsessing sick to his stomach over what it meant that Shane wouldn’t go hazy spacey quiet for him anymore. 
 
They just needed to talk. Then everything would be fine. 
 
…right? 
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
Called this one Deja Vu partly for the title drop (holla) and partly because it's giving me Ep4 montage parallel vibes where the sex is fantastic, but when they are apart, Ilya is clearly falling more and more for Shane while (in-show) Shane is focusing on his career and (TwinVerse) Shane is focusing on his mental health. Also because Shane is trying to figure out how to put them back in the comfortable box of Familiar Dynamics while the last thing Ilya wants is to be trapped in that box again, so Shane is embracing the "feels like it used to be" while Ilya hates it. 
 
Ilya being 1000% down to do exactly what he's told so long as Shane is on his lap and pulling his hair. Love to see it. 
 
Shane and the boxes in his head to compartmentalize everything about his life as a coping technique and struggling with how this new era in his life doesn't separate out as easily as he wants it to. He can't just put Ilya in a box and only open it on certain schedules, Ilya is a big part of everything in his life in Montbonne and it's freaking him the hell out because how is it okay for Ilya to be this big in his life... when as far as Shane knows yet, he is a very tiny easily replaceable part of Ilya's life? Yikes. 
 
Ilya walking along behind Sveta and the girls holding all their purchases and trinkets and bags while they run rampant through a carnival and then through a shopping center, trying to argue about expensive shoes and being worried about too high rides. Top Tier Doting Dad Behavior. Don't save him, he's exactly where he wants to be. 
 
Love Svetlana clocking Shane as Ilya's first love and soulmate. Her advice about "hey, you have all the details and Shane doesn't so maybe share those fucking details" is so simple but so good. Ilya sees it as simple-- they want to be together, so they should just be together but it's more complicated than that and they definitely need to talk about it and also the time to process it. 
 
The bakery scene! Obsessed with Ilya making his Mama's recipes of course, but MORE obsessed with Shane sitting there with a small smile and absolute heart eyes listening to Ilya recite the recipe and directions in Russian. He doesn't understand a word, but he's just happy to be there and be part of it. 
 
One of my favorite Hollanov things in canon and every AU is how if they stop overthinking and just let their hearts/bodies figure it out, things really do simplify into "i want to be with you, end of story" and their biggest obstacle is always getting caught up in their heads with anxiety and doubts. 
 
Coming Up! It's a Holly Jolly Christmas Chapter with a dash of Tis The Season Angst. 
 
Thanks for reading and commenting! 







      

  












      Chapter 10: Holly Jolly (or stressy depressy. whatever)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: Messy emotional boys are messy and emotional. Living in both their heads is angsty. 

Content Warning: Protective, bitchy “not even a girl dad yet but also already fully a girl dad” Shane standing up for his girls is going to give y’all The Vapors.

Content Warning: Don’t throw your phone at the end. Phones are expensive and the story isn’t over yet so save the phone throwing for later (sorry in advance). 

Thanks for reading!








  
December
 
From Lily: Bakery is open on Mondays through Christmas to keep up with special orders. 
 
From Jane: Good for you guys, winter time can be make or break for small businesses, glad you can stay busy. I bet in January Montbonne basically shuts down, huh? Better to be busy through December so the profits can carry through when things get slow.
 
Ilya made a face when he saw the perfunctory, polite, predictably business minded answer from Shane. 
 
From Lily: No. I am telling you so you know not to come by on Monday for an upstairs date. 
 
From Jane: Right. Yeah. I figured that. 
 
From Lily: But said thing about us staying busy instead?
 
From Jane: What should I have said? 
 
Ilya twisted his necklace up in his fingers trying to quell the uncomfortably familiar feeling that something was wrong, that Shane was putting purposeful distance between them. 
 
From Lily: Talking about profitability during winter months is boring. Say things about how much you will miss my mouth on our regularly scheduled Monday canoodling.
 
He added a string of devil emojis to the text and sent it off.
 
From Jane: Jfc. 
 
From Jane: So if I’m missing out on Mouthy Mondays, when will I get to see you? Hump Day Wednesday?
 
Ilya’s heart rate picked up a little at the flirty teasing. 
 
From Lily: Every day is very busy, even Hump Day Wednesday, but I will make time. I want to see you, even if clothes have to stay on. 
 
Especially if clothes had to stay on, actually. Because the clothes needed to stay on, actually. 
 
Every time Shane kissed him, Ilya forgot about whatever was bugging him. Shane touched him and Ilya’s whole world dialed down to Shane’s hand and Shane’s mouth and Shane’s body. Clothes came off, Ilya’s brain shut off, and it wasn’t until they were done and Shane was shaking out of the afterglow and getting dressed, it wasn’t until the good-bye kiss was rushed and Shane was gone that Ilya remembered they needed to talk. 
 
They needed to talk, needed to figure things out, needed to deal with whatever the problem because every single time they met up, Shane left a little sooner and Ilya was left a little bit colder and it wasn’t good. 
 
Ilya didn’t like it. 
 
So he texted, 
 
From Lily: I have long hours at bakery, and weekends are always for girls. But We could do dinner date. Jacob’s maybe. The girls could sit in booth with coloring books and eat, we could sit in next booth over and talk.
 
From Lily: Or dinner at our house. 
 
From Jane: Can’t hook up at your house, that would feel too weird sneaking around the girls like that. 
 
From Lily: Just dinner and hanging out. Catching up. Not sneaking around, but after girls are in bed we could watch a movie. Don’t have to hook up, just want to see you. 
 
From Jane: Maybe. 
 
Maybe meant no. Ilya had known Shane long enough, knew Shane well enough to know maybe meant no. 
 
Shit. 
 
From Lily: … … … 
 
He didn’t know what else to say.
 
Shit. 
 
*****
 
“Hey Mom, hey Dad.” Shane made sure to smile when his parents picked up the FaceTime call, made sure to sit up straight and smooth his shirt down and focus. “Hi. How are you guys?” 
 
“Hi honey.” Yuna looked worried. Sounded worried. Was wringing her hands, brows lowered, lips thinned worried. “Is everything okay? Are you okay? What’s going on?” 
 
“Uh nothing.” Shane’s smile dropped. “Nothing’s going on. I was just calling to say hi. I haven’t talked to you in a while. I wanted to,” he gestured uncertainly “I wanted to talk to you? I miss you guys.” 
 
“Oh.” Yuna pursed her lips and nodded. “Okay. Well.” she patted David’s shoulder and stood up, abruptly disappearing from view. “I’m going to get a drink. Excuse me.” 
 
“What was that?” ” Shane didn’t know what to do. “Dad? What– is Mom okay?” 
 
“You know your Mom, she’d rather die than be visibly emotional.” David answered mildly, unconcerned with the background sound of Yuna fumbling in the liquor cupboard and grabbing a glass. “You don’t call much anymore, and you definitely don’t call just to say hi and chat for a minute. She’s glad to see you.” 
 
“And coping with that by way of vodka?” 
 
“It’s Christmastime, bud. You know it’s Fireball season.” David winked and Shane covered his face with his hands, breathing out a sigh of relief then breathing out a grateful little laugh. 
 
“Jesus Christ.” he chuckled. “Yeah, Christmastime is Fireball season. I… love that.” 
 
Shane loved that. He’d been stressing about calling his parents unprompted, stressing about the week’s therapy homework that included reaching out to his support system and facing his fears about their potential disappointment, facing his guilt about disappearing and letting them worry. He hadn’t been particularly concerned that his parents were disappointed in him, but the guilt over going MIA, over dodging calls and avoiding conversations and lying on the days when even the easiest questions felt impossible to answer– that guilt had been eating Shane alive, chewing at his heart and clawing at the inside of his ribs. 
 
He’d been stressed about the call, about the guilt, about facing his parents after so long sidelining their attempts to love and support and help. But David was as easy going and unflappable as always and Yuna dropped back into frame with a rather festive looking shot glass only half full of red tinted Fireball whiskey and all at once, Shane wasn’t stressed anymore. 
 
“Hi.” he said again, and that time his smile real instead of practiced and his Dad chuckled a little at him and Yuna took her carefully portioned half measure shot of Fireball and wiped her mouth and sighed, “Child, you drive me to drinking.” 
 
“Mom, you’ve been drunk like three times in your entire life, you can’t even take a full shot of Fireball at a time.” he pointed out and she huffed, “You drive me to drinking extra water because I stress sweat myself right into dehydration worrying over you!” 
 
“I’m sorry.” Shane whispered, and he meant it. 
 
“Don’t be sorry, baby. We’re just glad to see you smiling.” Yuna whispered, and she meant that too. 
 
“How are things for you guys?” Shane had taken notes for the conversation. Set a goal for how long the phone call could be so he wouldn’t wimp out and say good-bye because he got anxious. He had a list of questions to ask and a list of information to give so the call would feel balanced and not like an info dump or an interrogation, Shane had planned and prepared and he was ready.
 
Then he watched Yuna gasp and shudder through her tiny, dramatic little portion of whiskey and pushed his notebook away cos no, he didn’t need to plan and prepare and be ready for a chat with his parents. They were his parents. They loved him and it was fine. 
 
His parents loved him and Shane missed them, fuck, he really really missed them. 
 
“Mom.” His voice caught. Shane took a quick sip of his water trying to cover it. “On a scale of one to that day the neighbors planted mint by the fence and took over our yard with that shit, how much is Dad bugging you now that he’s retired?” 
 
“Okay well, it’s not quite as bad as when the neighbors planted mint at the fence,” Yuna scowled remembering the disaster that had been highly invasive mint plants spreading through the slats in the fence and choking out a large section of their yard one insane summer. “But close. Like a seven.” 
 
“That’s rude.” David protested but Yuna spoke right over him, “I never should have let him retire. He’s reorganizing cupboards, Shane. My cupboards.” 
 
“You don’t cook Mom, I dunno if you can call the kitchen cupboards yours when the only thing you open them for is snacks.” 
 
“I will have you know–!” 
 
The conversation derailed from there. Or got better from there, maybe. Shane sat and listened to his parents argue about who really did the most cooking, listened to them fuss over how badly David needed a hobby and no Yuna wasn’t going to retire just because he was bored and wanted someone to talk to. Shane watched them smile at one another and then roll their eyes towards him to draw him into the petty, pointless, familiar white noise of their comfortable affection and fuck, Shane missed them. 
 
“Enough. Enough.” Yuna threw her hands up then pointed at the screen. “You talk, kiddo. Tell us everything. How is your team? How’s the cabin? Do you miss city life or have you somehow acclimated to that dusty little hovel–” 
 
“Yuna!” 
 
“I looked it up, David! I’ve seen malls with more people than Montbonne's total population!” 
 
“I am acclimating to life in the dusty little hovel, yeah.” Shane laughed at his Dad’s long suffering expression and Yuna’s triumphant exclamation. “I uh– I actually really like it here. Life is okay. Life is um–” 
 
Life was coaching. Shane told them all about the Mighty Loons, about how funny the kids were and how much he enjoyed the routine and regulations and how he loved hockey maybe more now that it was joyful instead of a job. He talked about paying for new gear and covering travel costs because so many of the families were low income and Yuna’s eyes lit up when he mentioned wanting to look into more grants, maybe scholarship programs to keep the money coming into Montbonne and make sure the kids got the chance to keep playing– 
 
“I can help with that!” she blurted. “My company is always looking for tax write offs, and supporting kids hockey looks good on paper and is actually good for everyone involved, I will look into it!” 
 
“A bunch of the Dads came by to help put the cabin together.” Shane picked up the phone to walk them around the cabin, pointing out the improvements and nodding along when David had ideas of his own to add. There were no decorations, still hardly anything personal but the place was finally more than passably liveable, it was more than just a building, the cabin was cozy and for the first time since moving in, Shane didn’t wince embarrassed about someone seeing where he stayed. 
 
Life was… Ilya. Shane didn’t say that. Didn’t mention him by name. Didn’t talk about how mixed up, messed up, confused his head was because the advice from his therapist were helping in some ways but seemed to be pretty counter productive when it came to Ilya so maybe Shane was doing it wrong, he was probably definitely doing it wrong because he’d never had a successful relationship in his life and had nothing to go off of for reference.
 
He didn’t say that though. Life was Ilya, but Shane simplified it down to the barest of information when he told his parents, “I’m seeing someone. Sort of. I mean, not sort of. Definitely. We are um– they are–” 
 
“Is this the person from the date?” David prompted gently and Shane nodded, “Yes.” 
 
“Things worked out?” 
 
“I mean.” I’m doing something wrong with him, and I don’t know what it is, I can’t figure it out. “Yeah. I think so.”  
 
“Did you take your Dad’s advice about giving it time and using your words, or did you punch them right in their stupid handsome face, then kiss and make up?” Yuna wanted to know and Shane smiled self consciously, “Uh, a little bit of both? I was an asshole for a while and then…I wasn’t. So.” 
 
“That’s my boy.” Yuna clapped her hands, but her eyes were watery, her smile wobbly. “Do they make you happy?” 
 
“I think so, yeah.” Yes. No. Shane wanted to be happy with Ilya more than he wanted to breathe, but– but– 
 
“David, go away.” Yuna shoved at David’s shoulder. “Go away so I can talk to him.” 
 
“Yes, dear.” David was all smiles for Shane, “Talk to you later, bud. Love you.” 
 
“I love you, Dad.” Shane waited until his Dad was gone, then cleared his throat. “Mom?” 
 
“Shane.” Yuna clasped her hands on the table. Folded her arms over her chest. Tucked her hair behind her ears and sniffed, wet her lips and looked away from the screen to swallow, then clasped her hands back on the table and Shane shook his head, “Mom? Hey, what’s wrong? Don’t get upset. Mom, don’t– it’s okay. Things are okay.” 
 
“Don’t you fucking lie to me, Shane Hollander.” Yuna’s eyes filled with tears as she put both hands over her mouth. “Don’t you lie to me. Because you haven’t been okay for a long time. For a long time even before you got hurt you weren’t okay and I knew that–” 
 
She dragged in a harsh breath. “I knew that and I never pushed about it and I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry for all of it.” 
 
“Mom, don’t.” Shane shook his head, shook his head, shook his head. “Don’t. That’s not– I’m fine. Don’t be sorry, it wasn’t your fault—” 
 
“Don’t lie to me.” Yuna said again, fierce and frantic and her knuckles white from clenching her hands together so tight. “Your Dad is better at this than I am, I know he is. He’s gentle and he always knows exactly the right thing to say, and I’m more about problem solving than just listening so I know I’m not easy to talk to sometimes and I’m sorry for that. I’m sorry that it was easier and safer for you to run away after you got hurt instead of coming to me, I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” 
 
“Mom.” Shane’s chest tightened clamping down suffocating. “N-no. That wasn’t– you weren’t–” 
 
“Please.” she cut him off with a slice of her hand through the air. “Please tell me the truth. Not some therapy speak bullshit, not generic platitudes or glossed over details. Please Shane. Baby. Tell me if you’re okay. I– I won’t ask questions, I won’t poke or prod or be nosy and overbearing, just– just–” 
 
She inhaled shakily. “Are you doing okay?” 
 
“I–” Shane started. Stopped. Closed his eyes and told her the truth. “I’m working on it.” 
 
“You’re working on it.” Yuna repeated, her face crumpling a little as she nodded. “Okay okay. You’re working on it. That’s good, though. Right?” 
 
“I’m working on it.” he said again. “Coaching is great, Mom. It really is. I’m skating every morning by myself, I’m up to an hour at a time and I don’t hurt afterwards. Most nights I’m sleeping fine. My eating is better– it’s–” he swallowed. “I’m working on eating better. I want to be able to keep up with the girls so I’m working on it. I’m in therapy every week again. Working on that too.” 
 
Yuna waited, and Shane took a deep breath, “And I am seeing someone. On the good days, I'm really fucking happy with them. I uh-- I'm starting to think I need to do some more work on my own personal shit before we can move forward any more, so--"
 
“So you’re working on it.” she finished and he offered a tiny smile, “Yeah. I’m working on it.” 
 
“Okay.” Yuna wiped at her eyes. “That’s good, baby. I’m glad to hear it. And I don’t want to pry, but it’s been a helluva year and so much has changed and I’ve been worrying but I didn’t want to bring it up and stress you out or make it all worse or–” 
 
“Mom.” Shane interrupted gently. “Mom?” he waited for her to meet his eyes. “I love you, too.” 
 
“Fuck. I need another drink.” She exhaled all at once, then laughed and Shane laughed with her, choked up and emotional.  “Okay okay okay.” She cleared her throat and sniffed. “You said you had a game today? Will you text me the team roster and stats and schedule so I can follow the rest of the season?”
 
“It’s a U9 girls team Mom, we don’t have stats.” 
 
“Text me some anyway.” she decided and Shane smiled gently at her, “Okay. I’ll text you.” 
 
“Good luck today. You and the Mighty Loons.” Yuna kissed the tip of her fingers and touched the screen. “Love you, Shane.” 
 
“Love you, too.” 
 
Shane checked the time then headed to start the shower, sending out a text as he went: 
 
From Shane: Hey, on my way to a game but can I call you after? 
 
From Hayden: Everything okay? 
 
From Shane: Yeah, it’s just been a couple weeks. I wanted to check in. 
 
From Hayden: Definitely. Talk soon, bud. Love ya. 
 
Shane paused to look over his to-do list for that week’s therapy homework. 
 
Reaching out to support system, check. Facing his fear of disappointing them, check. 
 
Okay okay okay. He could do this. 
 
*****
 
The game was tough. 
 
The visiting team the Matadors was mostly eight year olds versus the Mighty Loons being mostly seven year olds and the difference in size and skill was sort of baffling. The Matador coach seemed a hundred times more serious about the whole thing than Shane ever was, and the Matador parents didn’t cheer for both sides the way the Mighty Loons parents did so the atmosphere felt less cohesive and more competitive.
 
Shane recognized it. The aura of tension and the strain of expectation. The kids were only eight and the league was recreational but clearly the Matador players were also in competitive leagues, kids who would have private trainers and work out regimes sooner rather than later, parents who had already shelled out thousands of dollars and thousands of hours for their little one’s burgeoning career and would continue to do so every year until the college scholarships rolled in or the draft notifications got sent and contracts were signed. 
 
Shane recognized it. Shane had lived it. Yuna had always been supportive and encouraging and gentle compared to most of the other parents on Shane’s teams growing up, but that didn't mean it had been easy. Shane had always been the best player, naturally talented, overly gifted, but it still hadn't been easy.
 
He watched the Matador players blitz around the ice, clocked the frustration and tears in one little girls eyes when she missed a shot and thought, Jesus Christ.
 
The girls were so small, who in their right goddamn mind would stress out a little girl to the point of tears because she missed a shot on goal in the U9 rec league? The Matador coach barked out play formations and his team scrambled to accommodate, and yeah the precision and accuracy present in a gaggle of eight year olds was impressive but Jesus Christ.
 
“Hey! You hear that whistle and you move!” The Matador coach bellowed. “You hear that whistle and you hustle! Hustle hustle hustle!" 
 
He raised his voice shouting louder and Shane turned just in time to see little Madison flinch away hard enough to make her stumble, her skates slipping and arms windmilling cos the Matador coach was yelling and she didn’t like it.
 
“Mads?” Shane cupped his hands around his mouth and called for her. “C’mere hon, bring it in for me.” 
 
Madison’s Dad yelled a lot. Had yelled enough to lead to a divorce. Madison’s parental and guardian information had big underlined notes about her Dad not being allowed to pick her up from school or practice, about her Dad not being allowed to come to the games because yeah the guy yelled alot, but apparently after a few drinks he hit a lot too.
 
Asshole.
 
There hadn’t been any reason for Shane to worry about Madison’s Dad since taking over the team, but right there on the ice, he turned just in time to see Madison flinch away almost falling when the Matador coach hollered at his team and no, Shane shook his head no, immediately no. 
 
“Good job out there.” He caught Madison as she skidded to a stop at the bench. “Take a drink and take a breather and hey,” he bent down so they were eye to eye, his forehead resting on her helmet. “Don’t let that other coach bother you. He’d not yelling at us. Not at you. Okay?” 
 
“One of the girls is crying.” Madison told him in a very small voice. “Nadya blocked her shot and the coach yelled and now she’s crying. I’m glad you don’t yell at us, Coach.” 
 
Immediately absolutely not. “Nah sweetie, I wouldn’t ever.” Shane assured her. “Sit down for a while and catch your breath okay? And uhhhh, Mayday?” 
 
Mariya popped up on the bench immediately, green eyes bright and wild curls escaping from under her helmet despite Ilya’s best attempts at taming the mess into a braid. “Coach!” 
 
“Get out there and bring some doom, kiddo.” 
 
“Davay!” Mariya was off like a shot– or rather, clumping her way awkwardly out of the box and nearly falling onto the ice but then quickly sorting herself to the right direction and racing as fast as she could towards the crease so she could knock her helmet against Nadya’s before hurrying to the face off circle. 
 
“Let’s go! Let’s go!” the other coach shouted, clapping his hands loud as the girls scrambled to get into face off position. “You know better than this! Come on!” 
 
“Hey man.” Up until this game and that moment, Shane had only had good interactions with visiting coaches, but Madison was sitting slumped on the bench like she was still sad and no, that wasn’t okay. 
 
“Hey.” Shane motioned to the ref to pause a minute, then skated over to the other blue line and up to the Matador coach. “Hey man, uh listen. We’ve definitely got different coaching styles and that’s fine and all, but some of my girls are getting upset when you raise your voice, so could you maybe–” 
 
“Shane Hollander, right?” the coach interrupted, and Shane blinked, “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
“That’s what I thought. I was pretty disappointed to hear you gave up and quit on the league.” the Coach said, and Shane blinked again, “I mean. I was medically retired. But yeah. It sucked all the way around. I definitely feel bad for letting down my fans. But listen, about the girls–” 
 
“Here’s the thing, Hollander.” The emphasis on Shane’s name was condescending, patronizing, downright fucking rude. “You gave up on your career to babysit kids at a community ice rink in some nowhere town. I’m training and raising champions. Yes, that means we’re gonna have different coaching styles. You should understand and remember more than anyone else exactly what it takes to make good players, so if your girls can’t handle being in the vicinity of a real team and a real coach that seems like a–” 
 
“It’s a U9 division.” Shane cut in, his voice dropping low. “They’re little girls and this is a half ice game. It’s not that serious.”
 
“Not for you.” Flatly. “Not anymore. Obviously.”  
 
“Okay.” Shane ignored the dig at himself and set his jaw, “One of your players is crying because she missed a shot. Number nine over there. Crying. You gotta know that’s crazy, right?” 
 
“No. She should have made the shot.” the coach maintained. “She’s one of my best players and that was nothing but pure carelessness on her part. She had the puck, your defense was no where to be found and your goalie is awful, she didn’t have a chance in hell at stopping a well executed attempt on goal so yeah, my player should have made a point. She didn’t, she’s upset about it, and she should be. These girls are in comp leagues, you know. We travel all over the province. The standards don’t lower, I won’t let them get lazy just because we’re playing a shitty team.” 
 
“A shitty team.” Shane nodded a couple times, sniffed, then nodded again. “Okay.  Here's the thing. I can’t tell you to stop yelling at your team, I can’t tell you how to treat them. You’re Coach and that’s your prerogative. But you will lower your voice around my girls, do you understand?” 
 
“And if I don’t?” 
 
“Then I’m gonna break your nose.” Shane rolled his shoulders and popped his neck, dropped his arms down loose and ready by his side and met the other coach’s gaze head on, something dark and protective glittering in his eyes. “You aren’t going to show up in my rink and make kids cry. Any kids. And I'm sure as hell not gonna have my girls scared to get on the ice cos you’re yelling so loud. You’re not going to ruin this for them.”
 
“Listen here, Coach—” he tried to interrupt but Shane lifted his chin and warned, “Open your mouth to start that shit again, and I promise I will knock your fucking teeth out.” 
 
The referee skated up then, confused about the delay and with hands out stretched peacefully when he clocked the blistering tension between the two coaches. “Guys? Game’s still on pause. Is everything okay? We good here?” 
 
“Are we good here?” Shane didn’t blink, staring the Matador coach down. “Do we understand each other real well right now?” 
 
“Jesus Christ.” The Matador coach backed down. Backed off. He didn’t put his hands up in surrender or offer an apology, but he looked away and cleared his throat. “Yeah. It’s fine. Everything’s fine.” 
 
“Coach Hollander?” the ref checked in, and Shane nodded, “Yeah. Sorry for the delay. Let’s keep going.” 
 
“Back to your lines then, please.” 
 
Shane didn’t go back to his line until the other Coach skated away, then found his place and muttered “Fucking asshole.” under his breath before raising his voice and clapping for the girls, “Alright Loons! Here we go girls! Just a little bit longer to go, everyone play their best and remember to have fun! Let’s have some fun!” 
 
The game ended in a tie, 1-1. Nadya cheered with the rest of the Mighty Loons when the final whistle blew because a tie meant everyone had played and points were scored and it was fun. The Matador’s goalie shuffled with her head down to the bench to join her dejected team because a tie wasn’t acceptable, might as well be a loss. 
 
“Hey.” Shane skated up to the visiting bench and smiled at the quietly morose little players. “So after a game, my girls always like to skate a while with the visiting team and hang out while the parents get snacks and everything ready. You wanna do that? Could be fun."
 
The girls glanced over at their coach, who very decidedly didn’t look at Shane before nodding begrudgingly. There was a ripple of confusion in the visiting stands when the team poured back onto the ice without their sticks or helmets, but the noise settled when the parents realized the girls were just out to have some fun, and Shane gave the other coach a terse, “Thanks.” before skating away. 
 
From Shane: When I was little, did I ever cry after missing a shot in a game? 
 
From Mom: No, that’s crazy. Why would you cry over a missed shot?
 
From Dad: No no wait. I remember one time you missed a shot and your coach hollered at you. You must have been nine years old. Maybe ten. I only remember it because he yelled at you for losing the game with a careless mistake and your Mom came down from the stands and yelled at the coach until HE cried. 
 
From Mom: No I didn’t, David. Oh my god. 
 
From Mom: Oh my god, I DID. Coach Zamora. He quit after that. Good riddance. He was an asshole. Competitive league or not, you don’t make little kids cry cos they miss a shot, he was insane. 
 
From Shane: Okay. Thanks. 
 
From Dad: Why? 
 
From Shane: Coach on the other team was yelling so loud some of his players were crying. I threatened to break his nose if he didn’t cut it out. 
 
From Mom: THAT’S MY BOY. 
 
“Okay, so I went through everyone’s texts and messages about holiday plans and school days off and that sort of thing.” Shane held up his clipboard, tapping the monthly calendar he’d printed out and filled in with all the information from the group chat. “We’ve got two practices and a game next week, then a Monday practice on the sixteenth. School gets out for holiday break on the nineteenth, so I was thinking instead of practice that day, we could have a team holiday party?” 
 
The gathered parents all made general noises of agreement, so Shane nodded, “Yeah okay, so I figured we could do it like a free skate thing, so all the siblings can come too. I found a projector in storage, we can put on a holiday movie, tap into the sound system for some music and everyone can hang out and skate for a couple hours. Umm…” 
 
He checked his notes. “I’ll have presents for the girls, and Mr. Rozanov volunteered to make cupcakes for dessert–” 
 
“No, is lie.” Ilya interrupted loudly, and a couple of the parents laughed at him. “I never volunteered! Coach is a lying liar!” 
 
“Did I say volunteer?” Shane didn’t miss a beat, winking conspiratorially at the team, “We will bully Mr. Rozanov into making cupcakes–” 
 
The twins and several of their friends immediately pounced on Ilya and he went down with a good natured shriek, arms waving and legs flailing as he was dog piled by half a dozen cupcake frantic seven year olds. “Okay! Okay! I will make cupcakes! Mercy! Mercy! Spare me! Ahhhhhh!” 
 
“-- and then we’ll break for the holiday. Schedule a first practice again after school resumes in January.” Shane kept talking over Ilya’s squawks. “Sound good?” 
 
“Sounds good, Coach. Thank you!” 
 
“See you Monday!” 
 
“Girls, leave Mr. Rozanov alone, come on!” 
 
“Bye Coach!” 
 
“So.” Ilya stayed behind after practice the way he always did, making sure the girls were occupied eating their snacks and watching the Zamboni before making his way to Shane’s office and leaning against the door frame. “Only cupcakes, Coach Hollander? Or are you going to bully me into making appetizers and food for the party, too?” 
 
“You really don’t have to.” Shane had the good grace to look at least a little chagrined at having sprung the information on Ilya mid meeting and in front of all the other parents. “I was planning to ask you to make cupcakes, but I know you’re super busy this time of year, so it’s fine. I can grab some from the store."
 
“I am never too busy to make dessert for my girls team.” Ilya shook his head. “How many?” 
 
“I’ll get a head count of siblings and everything and get it to you as soon as I can.” Shane sent a quick ‘stats’ text to his mom letting her know they’d tied the game, then pocketed his phone and started tidying up his desk. “Let me know if you need payment ahead of time or whatever. I dunno how you do special orders at the bakery.” 
 
“Payment?” Ilya repeated and Shane tsked at him, “Yes, Ilya. It’s a lot of work and sort of last minute as far as special orders go, a week’s notice isn’t much notice at all. I’ll pay for it and if you want help or some thing...” he shrugged. “I’ve never made cupcakes but I could add put sprinkles on them or something?” 
 
“You just want to get your hands on my sprinkle cupboard.” Ilya accused, and his heart skipped a beat fluttery when Shane laughed at him, “Damn, you’re on to me.” 
 
“You do not need to pay for cupcakes, especially not for the team and my girls.” Ilya glanced over his shoulder at the empty lobby area, out the window to make sure he could still see Nadya and Mariya on the bleachers, then closed the door halfway and moved closer to the desk. “I will take a kiss and we will call it even.” 
 
“Only a kiss, huh?” Shane came around the desk to kiss him, looping his arms at Ilya’s neck and pulling him in for a long minute. “A smarter man would have leveraged a blowjob or something.” 
 
“Oooh like roleplay?” Ilya tightened his hands at Shane’s waist, groping over his butt with a delighted grin. “Volunteer coach wants to make something special for his team but has no money, so wealthy lecherous bakery owner takes payment in blowjobs? First is only business, but then plot twist, they fall in love by the end?” 
 
“I think that would depend entirely on how good the cupcakes were.” Shane kissed him again to cover how his eyes went wide when Ilya mentioned falling in love. “And also how rich the bakery owner was. And also how big his dick–” 
 
“You are shallow as fuck, Shane Hollander.” Ilya informed him flatly, and Shane pushed him away with a grin, “How are things at the bakery? You’re working every day?” 
 
“Even Sunday right now, yes.” Ilya let him go, but stayed propped against the desk, watching with a small, smitten smile as Shane grabbed all his specifically color coordinated markers to update the big wall calendar to include the holiday party. “What happened on ice with the other coach?” 
 
“He was yelling.” Shane frowned thinking about it again. “One of his girls cried cos she missed a shot and my girls were stressing about it. Madison was so upset I had to pull her off the ice. I sent Mayday on instead.” 
 
“Not cos I wanted Mayday to get yelled at,” he started to correct, but Ilya waved him off with a nod, “But because my Masha would yell back at the coach or laugh at him being stupid, but Madison would cry because it makes her think of asshole, loser Dad. Yes. I met him one time before custody agreement changed. He is not a good person.” 
 
“Exactly. Yeah. Mayday would holler back at the Matador coach or outright ignore him, but Mads was getting upset and I wasn’t going to have that.” Shane capped one of the markers harder than strictly necessary, his eyes flashing irritably. “So I skated over and told him to cut it out.” 
 
“Mmhm.” Ilya waited a beat, then prodded. “That is all you said?” 
 
“I told him,” Shane exhaled noisily. “If he didn’t cut it out, I’d break his nose.” 
 
Ilya’s eyebrows flew towards his hairline shocked and Shane bit out a frustrated noise, “They’re little girls, Ilya! It’s not that serious! Hockey is supposed to be fun and his players were crying! Do you know how small seven and eight year olds are? They’re tiny! I don’t care if they play comp leagues or not, at eight years old, the game is not that serious. It should not be that serious. Hockey is supposed to be fun.” 
 
“I know how small seven and eight years olds are, yes.” Ilya wondered if Shane knew he sounded like a parent right then. “So you threatened to knock his teeth out because he wasn’t making it fun for the girls?”
 
Shane cringed, and Ilya’s eyes widened all over again, “What else did you say?” 
 
“I… told him I’d knock his fucking teeth out.” Shane mumbled. “He said something about how his girl missed the shot cos she was careless and Nadya only blocked it out of luck, basically saying that his player deserved to cry because Nadya was a crappy goalie and there was no reason for her to miss such an easy shot and I just– I dunno. I saw red. He pissed me off.” 
 
“Ah. I see.” Ilya rubbed his hand over his chin, over his mouth, pressed hard at his lips so he wouldn't blurt out something emotional and needy about how much it meant for Shane to be so protective over all the girls and especially his girls. “Do all your adoring fans know nice guy Shane Hollander is prone to violence?”
 
“Oh, fuck off.” Shane rolled his eyes at him, and Ilya clicked his tongue, “I am more tempted to put you over desk and fuck you.” 
 
“Why?” Shane flushed lightly pink, his eyes darting over Ilya’s shoulder to the half closed door. “Cos I got mad at another coach?”
 
“Yes.” he answered emphatically. “You are ready to beat the shit out of another Coach because he was mean to his team, not even your team. He made his player cry and you were ready to break bones. Protective and dramatic is very sexy look on you.” 
 
“I dunno if I was being dramatic.” Shane busied himself filling in the calendar, trying and failing to hide his wide smile. “I think being a parent has made random things sexy to you.” 
 
“Can confirm yes, if you were wearing Dad jeans and New Balance shoes, I might swoon. ” Ilya ran his tongue along the inside of his bottom lip, gathering his courage. “Listen, now. I want--" 
 
He started to ask if Shane would come over and spend the night. Come over and watch a movie. Come over and give Ilya an hour where they were private and not thinking about sex because the girls would be playing upstairs so they could sit and talk through–– through whatever Ilya always forgot about when they kissed, but what he always stressed about after Shane left. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya had always been able to read Shane, always been able to decipher the tiny motions and micro expressions Shane didn’t realize he was doing. Shane was only blank and bland and flat to people who didn’t pay enough attention, but Ilya had always paid attention, he’d always noticed to the point where sometimes it felt like Shane was screaming at the top of his lungs because he raised his eye brows or scratched at his eye, and Ilya could hear-see-read it all loud.
 
But lately, it felt like Shane was getting better at hiding. Lately, if felt like Shane was trying to hide and Ilya fucking hated that. He thought if he asked face to face when Shane couldn’t cover or hide or turn away, maybe he’d be able to figure out what the hesitation was. What Shane was thinking whenever he said no to spending time together outside the bakery and the office. What Shane was thinking when he sort of kind of constantly balked at every attempt Ilya made to take steps forward. 
 
And he knew pushing too hard was a sure fire way to send Shane running for the hills, but Jesus Christ, waiting for Shane to come to him and talk things through wasn’t working either so…
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya started to ask if they could just spend a little time together, but before he got the question out, the office door banged open and the twins barreled through, rushing at top speed to throw their arms around Shane and tackle him into a hug. 
 
“Coach! Will we get presents at the party!”
 
“W-we want presents! I want an art t-t-table!”
 
“An art table huh?” Shane rested one hand on Nadya’s head when she snuggled into him and held his other hand up obligingly so Mariyah could grab his finger and spin around in dizzy circles. “Mayday, let me guess. You want dynamite?”
 
“Dynamite!” Mariya shrieked in agreement. “Kaboom! Kablooey!”
 
“Sist-ter wants a pony.” Nadya informed him and Shane nodded, “Right yeah. A pony named Kablam?”
 
“Yes!!” Mariya was instantly hooked by the idea and took off running around the office neighing and huffing and pretending she was holding reins.
 
“So this seems like it will be fun tonight.” Shane laughed at Ilya’s slightly horrified, mostly resigned expression. “Too many sugary snacks after the game?” 
 
“No, they are like this all December.” Ilya stated as Nadya joined her sister in neighing and running around the room. “Too much excitement, too much time taste testing sweets at the bakery, they love the lights and music— is overstimulating. Fun, yes. But very noisy.”
 
“Do they believe in…“ Shane glanced at the girls, then mouthed 'Santa', and Ilya shrugged, “Ask them.”
 
“Nadya. Mariya.” Shane called for them and the girls jumped to attention the same way they did when he blew the whistle at practice. “What is on your list for Santa?”
 
“Santa?” Mariya wrinkled her nose. "Santa isn't--"
 
"Sister." Nadya elbowed her sharply and darted a look at Ilya, then crept close to whisper, “W-we know Sssanta isn’t real. But D-Daddy still believes so Mam-Mam-Mama says we keep it a secret.”
 
“So we don’t hurt his feelings.” Mariya added in a loud whisper. “And protect his kid whiskers.”
 
“Kid wh-whimsy.” Nadya corrected and Mariya nodded solemnly, “His kid whimsy.”
 
“Oh I see.” Shane matched their whispers. “We have to protect your Daddy’s childlike whimsy. Definitely.”
 
Watching Shane be so good with the twins, so obviously unbothered by their energy and charmed by their antics was almost enough to overshadow the pit in Ilya’s stomach that grew a little bigger every time he wimped out on asking to talk, every time Shane shut down and brushed him off. 
 
Almost.
 
“Come on, Masha. Nadyushka.” It was dinner time already and Ilya still had to do a couple loads of laundry before getting up early and dropping the girls with a friend to do a full Saturday at the bakery. “Say bye to Coach.”
 
“Bye to Coach!” Mariya waved cheerfully and skipped her way out of the office. 
 
“Bye t-t-to Coach.” Nadya dimpled up into a smile and danced away after her sister. 
 
Ilya waited until Shane had stopped smiling at the girls and had switched to smiling at him, then put his fingers to his lips and tapped twice, “Bye to Coach.” 
 
“Bye, Ilya.” 
 
Shane had his hat and coat on and was out the door a few minutes later, locking the doors behind him and hurrying to his car.
 
Only once he was on the way to the cabin with the heater blasting and his music on did Shane let himself wonder why the hell he’d been so relieved when the girls rushed in and interrupted whatever Ilya had almost asked him.
 
Fuck. 
 
He didn’t know why his attempts to follow Dr. Soule’s advice about participating and engaging and creating balance to keep from being overwhelmed were backfiring with Ilya. It seemed like the more Shane tried to stay steady and present and focused around Ilya, the more scattered and anxious and out of place he felt instead.
 
It sucked and he needed to figure it out. Needed to try harder with boundaries. Or—or with finding friends and things to do that didn’t involve Ilya. Or he maybe needed to see Ilya less so he wasn’t thinking about him all the time…
 
Shane didn’t know. But he was doing something wrong, handling something about Ilya wrong, he just didn’t know what it was.
 
Fuck. 
 
****
 
From Lily: Are you in town? 
 
From Jane: Yeah. At the rink. All the party decorations and gift stuff came in for the party so I’m working on it. 
 
From Lily: Okay. 
 
“Coach Hollander.” Forty-five minutes later, Ilya knocked at the office door and poked his head inside, whistling under his breath in mock surprise at the mountain of boxes stacked on Shane’s desk and on the floor. “Wow. You are very busy?” 
 
“Hey!” Shane smiled at him from around a pile of winter and holiday color themed gift bags. “What are you doing here?” 
 
“I brought lunch.” Ilya held up a to-go container from the bakery. “And wanted to see you. Do you have time?” 
 
“Yeah. Yes. Um.” Shane shook his hands out, a quickly unconscious motion of distress as he looked over the mess of open boxes, half sorted bulk bought toys and books to fill the gift bags and glittery, shimmery decorations and tried to figure out where to quickly put it all so they had room to sit and eat. “Uh, I need to–” 
 
“Here, I will help.” Shane’s little office being overrun by packages was nothing compared to the sea of stuffed animals and Barbies and assorted little girl paraphernalia that exploded from every corner of the twins' bedroom on a weekly basis. Ilya caught Shane’s distressed hand motion and decided, “Lunch. Take it.” so Shane had something to do while Ilya started quickly and efficiently combining boxes, stacking anything that could be stacked, pushing it all against the wall in mostly coordinated piles so Shane could find all the decorations in one place, all the gift bags and little presents in another. 
 
“Thank you.” Shane’s shoulders slumped relieved when the walkways were cleared, his desk empty again. Ilya’s quick clean up wasn’t as organized as Shane would have done, but then again, it would have taken him another hour just to open everything and make sure it had all arrived as ordered, then another hour to get it sorted so when he was ready to fill the gift bags, he could set it up like an assembly line to ensure the gift bags were all filled the same, toys and books and little gifts balanced in the bags so they weren’t too heavy but all looked equally stuffed full...
 
“Ilya?” He startled when Ilya grabbed the swivel chair and whipped him around so his back was to the door and he couldn’t see the project waiting for him. “What–” 
 
“Door is closed and locked. Curtains closed too.” Ilya went to his knees in front of the chair and ran his hands up Shane’s legs, lingering gentle over his hurt knee before digging the heel of his palm into Shane’s thighs and dragging up to frame his hands at Shane’s hips. “You eat your lunch. I will eat mine?” 
 
“Are you serious?” Shane looked over at the to go container. Looked down at Ilya tugging at his waistband. “You wanna–” 
 
“I only see you at practice and games and I am having withdrawals. Has been two weeks since our last Monday date.” Ilya propped his chin on Shane’s knee and sighed loud and teasingly mournful. “Please Coach Hollander, can I have–” 
 
“Do not call me Coach when my dick is–” Shane started to laugh, but Ilya cut him off with an utterly wicked waggle of his eyebrows and his tongue poking at the side of his mouth, “Your dick is not out yet, Coach. But was that permission? Hmmm?” 
 
“Ilya.” Permission. Shane put the food aside, slid his hands into Ilya’s hair and bent down to kiss him. Ilya hooked his fingers under his waistband coaxingly and Shane sighed out permission, “We have to be quick.” 
 
“Yes, it will be quick, you are a slut for my mouth and will cum very fast.” Ilya shoved his face into Shane’s lap, nuzzling and mouthing over the bump of his cock. “But you have to be quiet, can you be quiet?” 
 
“...yes?” 
 
Shane was not quiet. He was fast though. Ilya’s mouth was hot and wet and he knew Shane so well, too well, it was so easy to get Shane all the way hard against his tongue and then swallow him back into his mouth for a few minutes until he was gagging, throat spasming, and maybe embarrassingly quickly, Shane was gasping and yanking at his hair, squirming in the chair and pinning Ilya in place with his knees and babbling that he was close, gonna cum, Ilya please please please–
 
Shane was not quiet. Ilya licked all Shane’s cock to collect all the spit and spend he hadn’t managed to swallow and laughed, “Okay no, you were not quiet.” 
 
“I– I um– no.” Shane dropped his head back, eyes closed because the room wouldn’t stop spinning, both hands still buried in Ilya’s hair, scratching and pulling in a mindless little rhythm trying to ground himself, humming something tuneless and satiated because he was buzzing too much to stay silent. “N-no I wasn’t quiet. But um– but–” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya wiped his lips and crawled further between Shane’s legs, flattening a heavy palm right over Shane's heart. “Here, okay? Right here.” 
 
“Mmm.” Shane covered Ilya’s hand at his chest, pressing hard. "Okay. Ohhhkay..."
 
“Slow, slow slow.” Ilya sat up on his knees so he was tall enough to dot a kiss to Shane’s collarbone, nosing in past Shane’s shirt to kiss his throat. Shane’s head tilted sideways seeking, lips parted and eyes closed and Ilya whispered, “Lyubimyy.” and wrapped his other hand at the back of Shane’s neck, reminding him hopefully, “Door is locked. We have time.” 
 
They didn’t have very much time. Ilya needed to get back to the bakery to ice the next batch of Santa cookies. He had to do a quick inventory for a second truck delivery. The bakery was out of control busy this season, the last minute cookie order Ilya had done for the car dealership after Halloween had led to a flood of similar orders for businesses in the city and Ilya was working fourteen hour days, the twins napping in the office or spending far too much time at friends houses because he was stuck in the kitchen, so no, not very much time at all.
 
Being gone long enough to take Shane lunch and steal a few kisses had been barely doable. Lingering because Shane was humming like he needed words but didn’t have words was pushing it, but Ilya couldn’t leave when Shane was slipping non verbal, when Shane was falling soft into him the way he hadn’t done in weeks. 
 
If Ilya was going to jeopardize the bakery schedule because he was spending time with Shane, they really should be using the privacy and chance to talk but oh, Shane’s fingers tip tapped clumsily at Ilya’s necklace before hooking lightly at the delicate chain and Ilya nodded into the curve of Shane’s neck, “Da, dorogoy. YA s toboy. I am here. We have time.” 
 
… … …
 
… … … … 
 
… … … … …  
 
Soon, too soon, much sooner than Ilya would have preferred and much faster than he used to, Shane took a breath, took a breath, took a breath and blinked back aware. 
 
“Shit.” was the first thing he said. 
 
“Shit.” and then, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to–” 
 
“Is okay.” Ilya flinched when Shane startled so quickly stiff in his arms. He flinched when Shane’s first words were to curse and then apologize. “No, no, don’t worry about–” 
 
“Come here.” Shane rubbed his eyes to clear the fuzzy edges of his vision, swallowed and shook his head to clear the cotton from his mouth and the cloudiness from his mind. “I think you sucked my brain right outta my head, holy shit. C’mere so I can return the favor.” 
 
“Not today.” Ilya was out of time, had been out of time for the last ten minutes but he couldn’t bring himself to move just yet. He ignored the ache in his knees and stayed kneeling on the hard floor, massaging the back of Shane’s neck, rubbing gentle circles over Shane’s heart, “I can’t run bakery with just my brawn, so you cannot suck my brain out today. I need my thoughts.” 
 
“You need your thoughts. Wow.” Shane gave himself a few more seconds to soak in Ilya’s warmth, holding at his necklace and turning into the featherlight kisses up and down his throat. “Sorry I went so–” 
 
“No.” It came out louder than Ilya intended, came out sounding almost mean and Shane pulled away to send him a confused look, “No?” 
 
“No.” Softer. Ilya swept his thumb at Shane’s bottom lip then bent in for a slow kiss. “Door was locked, curtains down, we had time. It was okay. Do not apologize."
 
“Okay?” It didn’t feel okay. Shane thought it probably definitely wasn’t okay that a blowjob had left him speechless and motionless and useless for a few minutes and now Ilya didn’t even want one in return. That didn’t feel balanced and fair and like he was making sure Ilya knew he was wanted and desired and like he was taking steps to combat being overwhelmed by maintaining boundaries. 
 
Fuck.  
 
“Will you come over tonight?” Ilya asked it face to face, up close and looking right into Shane’s eyes, counting his freckles and counting his lashes and dialed in focused where Shane’s eyes might flicker upset or shutter in disappointment or blink away too fast because he was upset and not willing to say it. 
 
“Not to the bakery. If I am at bakery, I feel like I need to work and I do not want to be busy working around you.” Ilya held onto Shane’s chin and didn’t let him duck away. “Come over for dinner. Or later, when the girls are in bed.” 
 
“I can’t.” Shane could, actually. He was going to spend the rest of the day sorting party stuff and then he had a therapy appointment but there was no reason he couldn’t drive back into town at seven thirty and eat a late dinner with Ilya and the twins, then stay a little later to hang out. 
 
“I have… a thing.” Shane could go. Should go. But Ilya asked for more, and Shane’s chest went so abruptly tight he almost choked on it. "I... can't."
 
“A thing.” Ilya repeated. “What is a thing?” 
 
“An appointment. Um. Telehealth.” The flicker of recognition and understanding in Ilya’s eyes was a relief. The vice clamp on Shane’s chest loosened a little. It didn’t sound like an excuse, a cop out, like he was hiding if it was a therapy appointment. Ilya knew how important therapy was, he wouldn’t be upset. 
 
“Okay.” Ilya didn’t let him go. Didn’t back off. He held Shane’s chin and held Shane’s gaze and said, “I am very busy this time of year. Extra, this year.” 
 
“Yeah, no. I know.” Shane tried to nod. “It’s fine that we can’t–” 
 
“I want to talk to you.” Ilya interrupted. “To talk with you. There are things we have to talk about, but not on the phone and not when we are rushed and busy. I know it is difficult with me, I am busy with bakery and always with my girls. Nadya and Mariya are most important thing to me always, but Shane.” 
 
He dipped his head to find Shane’s eyes again when Shane tried to look away. “You too, okay? You are important to me. So I am very busy now, but we need to talk, we need to find time. Please?” 
 
“Um.” Shane barely got the word out. “Yeah. Let me know. I’ll uh– I’ll be here. You know where I work. So.” 
 
“I know where you work, yes.” Ilya smiled a little. “Eat your lunch. I have to go but text me and I will text back when I have time. Or call tonight? When you are done with your appointment and I am home. I could call you.” 
 
“Yeah. Um. Maybe.” 
 
Maybe meant no. Ilya didn’t argue about it. After therapy appointments he didn’t want to get on the phone and talk to other people either, it was fine. 
 
“See you soon.” Ilya left two kisses on Shane’s mouth as he stood up, tapped his lips twice for another two kisses as he gathered up his coat and got ready to leave. “Bye.” 
 
“Bye.” 
 
Ilya left. Shane grabbed the trashcan from under his desk and was sick into the plastic bag, gagging and spitting and stomach churning.
 
“Okay well that isn’t good.” He fumbled for a water bottle, hands shaking as he unscrewed the cap. “That’s not good when my boyfriend wants to talk and I’m throwing up over it. That’s not— that’s not–” 
 
Fuck.
 
*****
 
“I’m happy you’ve re-established consistent communication with your parents and with Hayden.” Dr. Soule said warmly. “It sounds like you made your way past the fear of their disappointment and guilt over your own silence and things are going well in that area.” 
 
“Yeah. Yes. I uh– I didn’t realize how much I missed my parents. My Mom’s always been my biggest fan and my Dad, he’s like my best friend. Ever since I was little.” Shane sat at the kitchen table so the computer was higher, the screen focused on his face, the anxious bounce of his leg and tap of his foot hidden. “And yeah. Hayden. He’s great. Without hockey we don’t have alot in common, he’s married and has like a herd of kids, but we had fifteen years together on the same team so it’s– it’s not even about what we have in common? It’s nice to talk to someone who um– who-” 
 
“Who knows you?” Dr. Soule prompted and Shane nodded. Lied. “Yeah, Hayden knows me better than anyone. Better than my parents, probably. So.” 
 
Hayden didn’t know about Ilya. About Vegas. About Ilya again. Shane’s leg bounced bounced bounced. 
 
“We are almost out of time.” Dr. Soule checked her watch. “But I wanted to point out that you haven’t mentioned your significant other once this session, and you didn’t mention them in last weeks session either. My last notes say you were struggling with the balance of your relationship, with how much risk you feel you are taking to stay part of their life. You specifically said because your lives overlap in big ways, you cannot ‘box them away’ and therefore feel overwhelmed all the time. Has that changed?” 
 
“No.” 
 
“So you are still overwhelmed.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Elaborate for me, Shane.” Dr. Soule clicked her tongue at him. “Monosyllabic answers are neither productive nor revelatory.” 
 
“Right. Okay.” Shane twisted the drawstring of his hoodie around his finger until it cut off his circulation. “They want more from me. Conversation. And time.” 
 
“These are conversations you don’t want to have and time you don’t want to give?” 
 
“Conversations we need to have.” Bounce bounce bounce. Twist twist twist. Shane scratched at his eyelid. At his brow. “And time I can give, I’m not doing anything else, there’s no reason for me to say no.” 
 
“Except…?” 
 
Silence. Shane didn’t have an answer. He didn’t have an answer for himself when he lost sleep stressing about it, so how the hell was he supposed to have an answer for her? 
 
“Alright.” Dr. Soule took off her glasses and folded her hands. “Well I cannot give detailed advice without any actual details, so I will simply say this. Shane, even if you had previously known this person, who you both were years ago and who you are today, are very different people. You have only been with them for a few months at most right now, which is a brand new relationship by anyone’s standards. There is nothing wrong with being uncertain about moving forward even in established relationships and certainly not in brand new relationships.” 
 
“If your gut reaction to the suggestion of further intimacy is no, then you need to sit with that.” she counseled kindly. “You need to examine it. Sometimes we let the nostalgia of a long ago partner or friend overshadow red flags, and what feels like knee jerk reactions or unfounded worries is often our subconsciousness warning us to slow down and look closely and listen.” 
 
“So they’re not the right person for me.” Shane had to swallow a burble of nausea just trying to say the words. “They’re not… I shouldn’t be with them?” 
 
“I didn’t say that.” Dr. Soule denied. “But if you are having such a strong aversion to furthering the relationship, if you hate the way they so easily overwhelm you and are uncomfortable with how your lives overlap, it is certainly something to think about.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane loved the ways their lives overlapped. He was never more content than when he was spaced out, settled down, quiet with Ilya. He wanted more, he had always wanted more, Vegas wouldn’t have hurt so much, wouldnt have fucked him up so much if Shane hadn’t wanted more.
 
So what the fuck was it? What was wrong with him, why couldn’t he just—
 
“We talked about this last week, but I wanted to remind you.” Dr. Soule was still talking. Shane made himself listen. “With the holidays coming up, we won’t meet again for a few weeks. Of course if there’s an emergency, don’t hesitate to reach out to me but otherwise, I will see you in January?”
 
“Yes. Thank you.” Ending therapy with more questions and anxiety than he’d started with was fucking exhausting. “Thanks, Dr. Soule. Happy holidays.”
 
“Happy Holidays, Shane.”
 
*****
 
Monday
 
From Lily: Gift bag or gift box?
 
From Jane: Stacking under the tree or giving to someone? 
 
From Lily: Giving.
 
From Jane: Gift bag. You can personalize the bag to the person, pack a bunch of stuff in there without having to wrap it all, stuff extra tissue if it’s not very full, plus it’s perfect for oddly shaped gifts. That’s why I did bags for the girls, they’re so easy. 
 
From Lily: So you like gift bags.  
 
From Jane: No, I HATE getting presents in gift bags. You have to put the paper everywhere so it’s like piling trash while opening a present and usually holiday tissue paper has glitter and that’s a fucking nightmare. Have to pull everything out one at a time and make a big deal out of every single thing and then dump it all back and then the bag doesn’t look as pretty and nice afterwards. 
 
From Lily: So you want your present in a gift box. 
 
From Jane: You got me a present? 
 
From Lily: Obviously yes. Thank you for essay on pros and cons. Is informative for future use.
 
From Jane: Don’t get me anything for Christmas. I don’t need anything. 
 
From Lily: Too late. But was only $12 so don’t worry. Not a big deal. Just something funny. 
 
From Jane: Then why did the bag or box thing matter?? 
 
From Lily: Because now I know you would not like it as much in a bag. 
 
From Jane: Fuck. 
 
No one had ever asked Shane whether he preferred a gift in a bag or a box. Shane had never thought to verbalize that specific preference. It was a weird fucking preference. The sort of nit-picky thing that came across entitled. Why would he complain about bags or boxes when he should just be grateful for a present, right? 
 
But Ilya had asked. The gift being $12 didn’t even matter. Shane didn’t care. What mattered was Ilya texting to ask if he wanted it wrapped in a box or a bag to make sure Shane enjoyed everything about the gift, including the unwrapping and that was– 
 
–it was sort of–
 
From Jane: Are you in town? 
 
From Lily: At bakery. You? 
 
Ilya didn’t like missing anytime Nadya and Mariya were on the ice, but even after ten hours at the bakery on Monday, he was still behind on special order prep so he asked Rebekah’s mom to please get the girls from school, to practice and then hold onto them at her house for a while until he was done, and resigned himself to another several hours of work. 
 
Rebekah had been ecstatic over spending time with the twins, Nadya and Mariya were thrilled to get to do weekend stuff on a school night, Rebekah’s mom was gracious and understanding and promised Ilya she’d feed the girls dinner and don’t worry, the twins could always borrow Bekah’s jammies and stay the night if it got too late and Ilya was still stuck at the bakery. 
 
He sent Alicia and Brylie home at five, at six he stopped long enough to quickly make and devour a sandwich, at six forty-five he broke into the vodka for a fortifying few sips and at seven-fifteen, Ilya was literally up to his elbows in cinnamon roll dough when Shane showed up unexpected and unannounced to kiss him. 
 
“Um.” Ilya’s hands were coated in sticky dough, his arms dusted with flour and apron smeared with cinnamon, and he blinked helplessly confused when suddenly Shane was there and crowding into his space and kissing him hard enough to make his head spin. “Um what– what?” 
 
“Do you want your present in a box or in a bag?” 
 
Shane had found exactly one thing in several hours of searching that was within the $12 gift limit. It wasn’t anything serious, wasn’t anything too intense, and he knew it would make Ilya laugh. He’d bought it, didn’t overthink himself into a panic about whether or not exchanging goofy, gag gift Christmas presents was a step forward, then drove to the bakery because re-reading the bag versus box texts made him feel like he was starving n a way he knew Ilya’s mouth could fix. 
 
At some point Shane would have to reconcile how often he gave in to physically wanting Ilya while steadfastly wallowing in denial about the mental and emotional block about their relationship, but right then with his dorky little present sitting on the front seat and Ilya’s texts still pulled up on his phone was not the time. 
 
Shane hurried through the back door of the bakery, right up to the big table where Ilya was deep in a bowl of sticky dough and crushed a long kiss to Ilya's lips, then pulled back and demanded, “Box or bag, Ilya? Do you want your present in a box or in a bag?” 
 
“What are you doing right now?” Ilya’s smile widened into a grin, creasing into the corner of his eyes. “What is this?” 
 
“Answer the question.” 
 
“Kiss me again.” 
 
Shane kissed him again, both hands at Ilya’s face and his chest pushing into Ilya’s shoulder, his tongue shoving past Ilya’s lips to lick through his mouth and taste the vodka right off his teeth. 
 
“I think a box, but only cos it would be easier for you to fit in a box.” Ilya murmured as they pulled apart. “Put a bow on your butt and climb in big box for me to unwrap.” 
 
“Gift limit was $12.” Shane was not going to blush about Ilya wanting him for Christmas, he wasn’t. “Are you saying my butt is only worth $12?” 
 
“Okay, I do not know how to answer that without getting in trouble or forfeiting you as my present.” Ilya pretended to pout. “Is a trap.” 
 
“Yeah, you gotta watch out for those.” Shane wiped a smudge of cinnamon off Ilya’s cheek, then kissed the same spot. “I’ll see you Thursday.” 
 
“...Do skorovo, Shane.” 
 
*****
 
Thursday
 
The Mighty Loons First Annual Holiday Party as a smashing success. 
 
Shane sort of wished he’d thought to check with Rachel before ordering hundreds of dollars worth of decorations because she laughed when she saw him hanging giant 3D snowflakes, then pulled him off the ladder and dragged him by the hand to an unmarked storage closet already stuffed to the brim with an obscene amount of fantastically tacky winter themed decor, but whatever. 
 
Not to mention, Shane’s knee and leg hurt after rushing his way up and down multiple ladders trying to get everything hung. He had glitter under his nails, in his nose, maybe permanently in his hair. Untangling extra long extension cords to power the miles worth of Christmas lights and going through several rolls of tape to secure the extension cords to the floor without inadvertently creating a tripping hazard was way more labor intensive than Shane ever could fathomed. The ancient sound system had to be convinced and cajoled and threatened before he was able to adapt a cord to another cord to another input and play holly jolly seasonal music, the projector was several years past its prime and was exactly as inconvenient as old technology ever was, the available folding tables to hold all the presents and all the food were rickety at best… 
 
But still. The Mighty Loons First Annual Holiday party was a smashing success. 
 
“Good job, Coach Hollander.” Ilya sauntered away from a group of parents by the snack table to stand next to Shane at the boards, mirroring Shane’s posture leaned forward with his hands clasped and with his eyes on the ice where all the girls and their siblings and some of the parents were skating to a rather warbly rendition of ‘Rocking Around the Christmas Tree’ while Tim Allen’s The Santa Claus movie played through the projector on the far wall. “This is fun. Everyone is having good time.” 
 
“It worked out, right?” Shane had never felt any particular way about Christmas. As a child, the whole season had been an overstimulating mess of noise, color and the uncomfortable on-the-spot expectation of visible, verbal appreciation for a pile of gifts from relatives he didn’t know, and as an adult, Shane been out-earning both his parents since his third year in the league, so Christmas had become about family vacations instead of piles of boxes and useless gifts and endless ribbon. 
 
Shane had never really cared about Christmas, but planning out gifts for thirteen little girls, decorating the rink to make sure it looked as festive as possible, and watching everyone’s face light up as they came through the door for the party sure had been fun and Shane couldn’t stop smiling about it. 
 
“Is different, hm?” Ilya rolled a toothpick around in his mouth, standing close but not too close, not touching but leaning in so he could keep his voice low. “Christmas with kids. I never cared, used to be drunk all the way through the holidays. But with Masha and Nadyushka is like…” he smiled too. “Magical. Music is better and colors are brighter and for some reason, I care about how pretty the snow is. Kids make it all better.” 
 
“Yeah. It’s different. Definitely better.” Shane sent a surreptitious look towards the other parents laughing and chatting by the tables. “Do you want your present now or later?"
 
“I want it now, but...” Ilya shot him a sidelong glance. “I did not think you had exhibition kink, Coach Hollander. You will let me unwrap you here? Nychele’s Mama will be so jealous, she is in love with you.”
 
“That’s not what I meant, I mean a real present, not my butt in a box or whatever.” Shane felt himself turn red and he kicked at Ilya’s foot hard. “And Matilde isn’t in love with me, give me a break. Do you want your present or not?” 
 
“Is appropriate to open in front of kids?” 
 
“Ilya, what did you think I could possibly get you for $12?” Shane asked exasperated. “And do you really think I’d give you anything that was inappropriate in front of the girls? Jesus Christ.” 
 
“I am only saying.” Ilya pointed out innocently. “I was very specifc. I wanted your butt and a ribbon in a box and I do not think you want me to unwrap that gift right here in front of–” 
 
“Keep talking.” Shane kept his eyes on the ice and the kids. “See if you get a present at all. The one I wrapped for you or otherwise.” 
 
“Zipped lip.” Ilya mimed zipping his lip. “Please don’t take my presents away.” 
 
“Here.” Shane handed him a small gift box about the size of his palm. “I stuck to the $12 limit so it’s not anything super special, so don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
“Is very funny you thought I was serious about $12 limit.” Ilya wiggled the top of the box open and Shane kicked him again, hissing, “Did you spend more than $12? Ilya, I thought you were serious! I was trying to match your effort! I thought it was meant to be a funny gift, not anything real!” 
 
“Calm down, I’m sure this is perfect.” Ilya assured him but Shane’s eyes widened in distress, “Ilya, fuck I didn’t– i don’t want you to think I didn't put any effort into–” 
 
“If you keep panicking, I will kiss you in front of everyone.” Ilya told him, and Shane’s mouth clicked audibly, immediately shut. 
 
“Good job.” It hurt Ilya, just a teeny tiny little bit that being seen kissing him in public was enough to make Shane shut right up, but okay. He got it. It was okay. He focused on the gold and black box instead of the twinge of hurt in his heart, wondered if Shane had picked gold and black as a conscious nod to Ilya’s old jersey colors for Boston, got the lid off and peeled away the single delicate sheet of tissue paper…
 
…and burst out laughing. 
 
“You like it?” Shane started laughing just cos Ilya was laughing so hard. “It’s funny, right?” 
 
“Yes, is funny. But also so good.” Ilya picked up the keychain and held it up to the light so he could see the inscription– Turns Out I Like You More Than Originally Planned-- and the tiny little heart at the end. “This is perfect.” 
 
“Okay, it’s not perfect.” Shane went a little flustered, a little quiet beneath the shine of Ilya’s smile and the heat lighting into his blue eyes. “It’s not– I mean, there’s not a whole lot I can get for $12 and I thought this was funny but you know. True. Cos of everything. So–” 
 
“It’s perfect.” Ilya replaced the keychain and slid the box into his pocket, “And I want to kiss you very much for it.” 
 
“For a keychain?” Shane couldn’t look away from Ilya’s mouth, his smile, the pink of his tongue and the shape of his lips. “It’s not that serious.” 
 
“Is is, though.” Ilya reached into his other pocket and withdrew a box that was the exact same shape and size, one he’d got from the exact same little store Shane had shopped at. His box was blue and red, holiday colors yes, but also Shane’s colors. Metro colors. Ilya had picked them on purpose, had gotten rid of the sheet of tissue paper inside the box since Shane had been so vehemently against tissue paper in his texts, and when Shane opened the box with a curious little smile, Ilya let his voice go low and hoarse and undeniably smitten so he could point out, “We had same idea, Shanychka. That is why your gift is perfect.
 
“Holy shit.” The keychain in Shane’s box said – I Want To Do Boring Things With You– and was accented with a little red heart that matched the little red heart on Ilya’s keychain.
 
“Wait.” Shane shook his head. “Wait, so you went out and bought me this dorky keychain and then I went and got you the same thing. From the same store. That’s– we did that? Holy shit, are we experts at giving presents?” 
 
“I mean, yes if present has to be under $12.” Ilya grinned and Shane grinned and for a split second before he remembered where they were and who was watching, Ilya very nearly leaned in to kiss him. 
 
For a split second before Shane realized the wording on a key chain felt like a promise and like hope and like a hint towards more, he very nearly leaned in and let Ilya kiss him. 
 
But, noise. Thirteen sugar rushed little girls who all wanted the promised present from their Coach. Other parents who wandered over to join the conversation. Siblings of all ages who came swooping off the ice to mob the snack table and grab for the dozens of festively decorated cupcakes Ilya had brought from the bakery. 
 
“Later.” Ilya murmured and Shane nodded, pocketed his sort of insanely perfect present and stepped away. 
 
“Yeah. Later.” 
 
****
 
Later was close to nine p.m., after the party had been over for an hour, after Ilya had asked Bekah’s mom to please hold onto the girls for a little bit so he could run back into town and take care of a few things, after Shane had gotten what was left of the food packaged up and stashed in the fridge so Rachel or the highschool kids who still had one practice left before break could eat it all on Friday. 
 
Later, Ilya parked around the building by Shane’s car and went in through the side door, humming along to the still playing Christmas music as he snagged a piece of mistletoe off one of the wreaths and made his way to the ice. 
 
“You are still here?” his voice echoed around the empty arena and Shane turned around at center ice, hefting the puck bag up and calling back, “I’d be done and at the cabin already if the guy I’m sleeping with had stayed behind to help me clean up.” 
 
“Well I came back to help you clean up, that should count for something.” Ilya held the mistletoe above his head. “Should count for at least a kiss.” 
 
“What is that, mistletoe?” Shane shuffle slid his way over to the boards, dumping the puck bag over onto the matted floor. “What are you doing right now?"
 
“Being cute, obviously.” Ilya twirled the mistletoe above his head and puckered his lips. “Gimme kiss.” 
 
“Oh my god.” Shane gave him a kiss, leaning over the boards to smooch under the offered mistletoe. “There, happy?” 
 
“I will be happier with two.” Ilya curled his fingers into the thick cable knit of Shane’s sweater and tugged him back in. “And if you come spend Christmas with us.” 
 
“What?” Shane must have misheard him. The noise of the night and echo of the empty rink and kiss must have muffled his ears. “What did you say?” 
 
“I know it was too much to ask if you would come to the city for Thanksgiving.” Ilya tossed the mistletoe away and covered Shane’s hands on top of the boards. “I forget that me and Sveta seem weird to other people, to be divorced but still so close and involved with girls. It would be weird for you, I can see that now. But.” 
 
“Ilya–” Shane swallowed hard, but Ilya shook his head, “I am sorry I put too much pressure on you for that. We need to talk about it, though. So come spend Christmas with us. Me and the girls. I have to work all weekend, but the bakery closes Sunday afternoon for rest of year. You could come Sunday night and stay. Sveta won’t be home until Tuesday morning so we will have lots of time to–” 
 
“I’m going to Mexico with my parents for Christmas.” Shane pulled his hands away. Fight or flight. He didn’t want to fight, he didn’t know what the hell he’d even say if he did want to fight, so he settled on, “No way.” Settled on pushing back from the boards and shaking his head. Flight. “I’m leaving Saturday morning.” 
 
“I didn’t know that.” Ilya frowned. “You did not tell me that.” 
 
“We planned it before I got hurt. And then after I got hurt, it was sorta up in the air, but I decided to go for it, I miss my parents and I’ve been pretty MIA with them lately and I didn’t want to spend Christmas alone so–” 
 
So. Shane didn’t have much else to say. It hadn’t crossed his mind that Christmas with Ilya was an option and it wasn’t an option, it wasn’t an option when the quiet invitation had sent him physically recoiling, needing immediate space, shuffling backwards across the ice with his arms folded like the suggestion and offer of time together hurt.
 
He hadn’t even fully talked himself into flying out on Saturday yet, but the tickets had been non refundable for months and his Mom and Dad had kindly reminded him about the dates, then kindly reminded him that he was under no obligation to go, and Shane hadn’t decided to go until right that second when Ilya asked him to stay. 
 
That– that probably wasn’t good. Probably wasn’t great. Fuck, what the hell was wrong with him? 
 
“Okay.” Ilya backed up when Shane did, dropping his shoulders and rubbing his chest and trying not to look as confused and lost and bruised by Shane’s vehement rejection as he felt. “Okay. Ah. When will you be back?” 
 
“In time for January practices.” Shane didn’t actually know. He hadn’t looked at the tickets or reservations in months, but it was safe to assume, "I'll be back after New Years.” 
 
“Mexico sounds fun.” Ilya tried to smile. “How skimpy is your Speedo and how many shots of tequila before you dance on tabletops?” 
 
“Fuck off.” Shane tried to smile too. “I have normal swim shorts and I don’t even like the taste of tequila.” 
 
“So boring things keychain really was perfect gift for you.” Ilya clicked his tongue teasingly and Shane rolled his eyes, took the offered subject change and ran with it. “Could you help me finish up? I’m almost done, just gotta put the gear away and fold the tables and take the trash out to the dumpster.” 
 
“I will do trash.” he nodded. “You do inside things.” 
 
“Thanks.” 
 
It only took another twenty minutes for the rink to transform from the winter wonderland holiday party back to its usual utilitarian set up. Shane stacked the folding tables in the storage room, did his best to sort the decorations by type and cram them all into hastily labeled boxes to add to Rachel’s already overflowing decoration closet. The projector was disconnected, the sound system unhooked and un-adapted, and by the time Ilya had collected all the trash and made several trips out to the dumpster, Shane was propped up by the side door waiting to lock up and leave. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya washed his hands then came in close, taking Shane’s jacket so Shane’s arms were open and reaching to hold his chin, sweeping his thumb along Shane’s jaw and pushing coaxing at his bottom lip, crowding in close enough to rest their foreheads together. “Shanychka.” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane set both his hands at Ilya’s chest. “Um–” 
 
“Come home with me tonight.” Ilya bumped their noses, breathed the words into a featherlight kiss there and gone at the bow of Shane’s lips. “I will make something sweet for dessert and we can put the girls to bed. We will put on a tacky Christmas movie and snuggle on the couch and we can talk.” 
 
He nuzzled at Shane’s cheek, brushing his mouth at a stray freckle. “We need to talk about this.” Softer, “About Svetlana and us and how it is complicated. We should have talked a long time ago but we keep waiting and ignoring it and bozhe moy, I get so lost in your kisses…” 
 
He sighed when Shane turned into a kiss, bringing their mouths together for a slow moment. 
 
“I do not want to wait until after Mexico.” Ilya told him quietly, firmly. “If we wait too long, we will not talk and then we will be here again. You understand? In another few weeks, it will be same problem. Same issue. I do not want that. Come home tonight.” 
 
“Ilya–” 
 
“You can leave early before the girls wake up.” Ilya notched closer, spoke faster, when Shane tried to interrupt, “Or you could stay.” Emphasized. “Because I want you to stay. The girls would love to see you and they would believe you slept on the couch. Or in spare room.” 
 
“I already told you.” Shane couldn’t look at him, his eyes lowered staring at Ilya’s chin, at the moles and beauty marks at his neck, at the thrum of his pulse beating visible in his throat because Ilya was nervous, his heart racing. 
 
“I think um.” he shook his head as best he could with Ilya holding him so tight. “Hooking up at your house when the kids are there just seems–” 
 
“Hooking up.” Ilya’s laugh was rough. Strained. “You keep saying that, but is not what we are doing. Not only what we are doing. You know this.” 
 
“I… can’t.”
 
“You can’t.” Ilya angled his head trying to find Shane’s eyes, tilted his chin trying to make Shane look at him. “Why? You have to pack? You have to clean? What is it?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane did have to pack. He did have to clean. But more than that, he was fucking panicking with Ilya so far into his space, searching cataloguing clocking everything he was trying to hide, he was panicking. “But Ilya. I um– it’s not–” 
 
“You mean you won’t.” There was no anger in Ilya’s deep voice. Only resignation as if he wasn’t surprised by Shane’s reluctance and frustration at his own foolishness for hoping. “You do not want to talk about these things, you do not not want to–” 
 
Ilya let go then, his hand dropping from Shane’s face as he backed up to put some space between their bodies. “I want to move forward, Shane. I want to be better with you, to keep being better with you. But you do not want that?” 
 
“It’s not that I don’t want that.” he tried. “It’s just–” 
 
“Just what?” Not angry, only resigned. Only frustrated and tired and heartsick. “What is it?” 
 
Shane didn’t know. He couldn’t put it into words for himself or his therapist or for Ilya, so he didn’t answer and he didn’t look up and the silence stretched long, the lack of eye contact and absence of honesty between them weighted heavy suffocating until they couldn’t breathe. Ilya waited and Shane didn’t have anything to offer him, the silence stretched longer and longer until it thinned into nothing. 
 
Nothing. 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya exhaled noisily. “Okay. That is– fuck.” He grabbed Shane’s face and lay a bruising, final kiss on his lips. “Okay. Merry Christmas, Shane Hollander.” 
 
“...Merry Christmas, Ilya.” 
 
There was a gift box on the front seat of Shane’s car. Blue and red and perfectly matching the little blue and red box his keychain had come in. The tag was filled in with Ilya’s familiar script– Merry Christmas to Favorite Coach–  and when Shane pried the lid off, there was no tissue paper because he hated tissue paper. No glitter cos it got everywhere. Everything inside was neatly arranged so he didn’t have to dump it all out to see each piece, the box had been left somewhere private so Shane didn’t feel on display having to performatively ooh and ahh over the different parts of the present and it was perfect. 
 
The present was perfect.
 
“Oh fuck.” A pile of loon-shaped patches were neatly stacked in the corner of the box, thirteen patches to go on thirteen jerseys so each one of the girls had a team logo on their shoulders. A funny book about the ups and downs of teaching kids to play hockey was tucked next to a tin of the beautifully decorated Christmas cookies Ilya made every single day. A hockey jersey in Shane’s size was folded and tucked and tied up with a ribbon, and Shane could see a loon patch already sewn onto the sleeve, could see the beginning of Coach emblazoned in white letters across the back. 
 
“Oh fuck.” Shane picked up the Coach jersey with shaking hands, his throat closing up and eyes blurring. “Oh fuck, this feels really permanent.” 
 
And there it was. The big unnamed thing. The choking, panicky, knee jerk ‘no’, stopping like he’d hit a brick wall, nauseating uncertain thing Shane hadn’t been able to explain to Ilya, to Dr. Soule, to himself. 
 
He was terrified to love Ilya again. He was terrified maybe Ilya already loved him back. He was terrified because that sort of thing was really fucking permanent. Loving someone and letting them love him back was supposed to be really fucking permanent and Shane didn’t know if he was ready for that.
 
Shane didn’t know if he was brave enough to try again for that. 
 
Oh no. 
 
******
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
How's everybody doing? No broken phones? Maybe a few tears? Alright, let's talk about happy things first: 
 
Always love David and Yuna. David is such a good Dad but I really specifically love Yuna apologizing for not being the right space for Shane to open up but then giving that whole hearted Mama plea of "please tell me how you're doing, don't lie to me, just tell me." Canon and TwinVerse Shane hides his struggles from his parents so her letting him to be honest is so supportive and accepting of what he's going to say. 
 
Boy Howdy are we swooning over mega protective, ready to throw hands, 'this is my rink and my girls' Coach Hollander? I love him. 
 
Honorary mention: Svetlana telling the girls Ilya still believes in Santa, and the girls playing along every year pretending to believe, making lists, not letting Shane spoil it... family inside jokes like that are so fun.
 
Office Scene: Ilya showing how well he understands Shane with tidying the office, the reassurance of privacy and time, he brings food so it's one less thing Shane has to think about. And he's so happy when Shane goes quiet for him. "Bakery can't run on my brawn alone, you'll have to suck my brain out through my dick another day." Settle down, sir. 
 
Dr. Soule admitting that without details, she can't give Shane the right advice is so valid. Healing requires us to be honest with ourselves, and both canon and TwinVerse Shane struggle with that, so his frustration over putting in the work but not seeing results is painful but his inability or unwillingness to be honest with himself is sabotaging everything so it's like-- you're doing it to yourself, bud. 
 
The gift bag vs gift box thing. Shane being so overwhelmed by Ilya paying so much attention to his wants/needs that he can't help but go and give Ilya a thank you smooch is adorable.
 
KEYCHAINS. Dorky, yes. But so cute. Tiny and small and theoretically "haha we're just casual, it's fine" but also borderline love confessions because of what the sayings imply based on Hollanov history. "I like you more than planned/I could be boring with you". LOVER BOYS. 
 
God, Ilya begging Shane to talk. He knows he's waited too long, he was trying to give Shane time and now it's backfired, if they keep putting it off, it's only gonna get worse. Then Shane says 'no' and all I could see was TuneMeltGate Ilya's face. Resignation and understanding and kicking himself because he shouldn't have pushed, he should have just left it, but he wants so much more with Shane... yikes. 
 
And then Ilya's real present to Shane is a whole celebration of this new era in Shane's life and all it does is make Shane realize "oh shit I am super scared of this". owwww pain. 
 
Also, I am 1000% normal about Ilya telling Shane "come home tonight." He doesn't say 'come to the house' or 'come over', he says "come home tonight". Yep. Totally normal about Ilya feeling like Home and Shane are all synonymous.
 
Making these boys sad makes me sad, but alas, Rome was not built in a day and neither was Hollanov, and the story isn't over yet. There is a Guaranteed Happily Ever After and the angst won't angst for too terribly long, so don't give up on the fic (or me, or them!) yet!
 
Thanks for reading! You can find me on tumblr @Not-close-to-straight to talk more about the fic!







      

  












      Chapter 11: Post Holiday Blues (new year, still trapped in my head)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: Verse typical depictions of especially Shane but also Ilya stuck in a tough mental space.

Content Warning: Find some emotional support chocolate and/or whiskey and a box of tissues.








  
From Jane: So you lied about the $12 gift limit huh? 
 
From Lily: You liked the present? 
 
From Jane: Fucking loved it, yeah. The jersey is so cool and the patches are amazing. Thank you. But it’s way too much. 
 
From Lily: No, not if you love it.
 
From Lily: How is Mexico?
 
From Jane: I’m sorry I didn’t have time to stay and talk.
 
From Lily: You did not WANT to stay and talk.
 
From Jane: Right. Yeah. I guess I panicked. Sorry.
 
From Lily: Why though? Why panicking? 
 
“Good morning sweetie.” Yuna found Shane in the little breakfast cafe on the bottom floor of the hotel, and she patted his shoulder when she came up behind him with a cup of coffee and a plate of pastries from the buffet. “My goodness, who are you texting this early?” 
 
“No one.” Shane put his phone face down on the table, hiding the texts from Ilya and hiding himself from his Mom like he’d done for so many, too many, years. “It’s…no one.” 
 
“Hey kiddo.” David was next to arrive, and he dropped a quick kiss on his wife’s cheek before stealing one of her pastries and dropping into the chair across from Shane. “What’s going on? Who are we talking to so early?” 
 
“No one.” Yuna took a small sip of her coffee, wiped the scalding liquid off her lips and cleared her throat. “Shane is talking to no one. At six in the morning. On vacation.” 
 
“No one, huh?” David smiled, but it was a little sad. He nodded like he’d heard the line before, like Shane’s knee jerk reaction to hide was familiar and expected and normal. “Well make sure and tell your no one that you’ll be out of service for a while when we go snorkeling, huh? We gotta meet up with the group and instructor at ten and we’ll be gone most of the day.” 
 
“Sure.” Misery curdled acidic and burning in Shane’s stomach, bubbling up the back of his throat and stinging at his tongue until he grabbed for his water and chugged half the bottle trying to get the taste of bile out of his mouth. “Sure. Snorkeling. It sounds fun.” 
 
Snorkeling didn’t sound fun, it sounded like a mess. Flippers and big goggles and breathing through a tube while trying to pay attention to the great colorful unknown of the ocean and not panic about the vast dark unknown of the ocean with a bunch of strangers and fucking– fucking seaweed in his toes or coral scraping at his skin, no.
 
No, snorkeling didn’t sound fun, but David was excited about it and a year ago when Shane was at the highest point of his career, well on his way to winning a fourth Cup, he'd bet a rock paper scissors contest with his mom so he could pay for the annual family vacation because he had an insane amount of money and nothing else going on and he’d laughed extra loud cos Yuna was so offended over losing a stupid little game to her kid– a year ago, Shane had nodded something about ‘yeah, snorkeling’, could be fun and hadn’t thought about it even a single time since then. 
 
A year later, absolutely fucking no snorkeling didn’t sound fun, but that wasn’t why Shane guzzled the rest of his water trying to counter the nauseating twist of his stomach. 
 
Yuna asked who he was talking to, and Shane said no one. Lied without blinking. He denied and hid and faked a quick deflection so fast it was practically a reflex, and that was bad enough. The constant reminder that his initial reaction to anything Ilya was to deny and hide was bad enough. 
 
It was infinitely worse, stomach churning worse that Shane’s reflex was to lie to his parents about Ilya… but Yuna and David exchanged a small private look and suddenly Shane realized his parents knew he was lying, had expected him to lie, and were visibly mutually sad about Shane having lied to them for years. 
 
He’d been lying to his parents for years. 
 
“Mom.” Shane’s eyes burned with the threat of tears as he crumpled the water bottle in his hand. “Um. Dad–?” 
 
It could have been 2009, when Shane lied to his parents about staying in his room all night when really he’d went to the gym to work off the crush of disappointment at his chest over being picked second and then spent the next several hours sitting and talking with Ilya Rozanov. Could have been 2010 when he told his Mom yes he’d wear his Reeboks, yes he’d go to bed early for the flight out in the morning, but then he’d given Rozanov his room number and did that instead. A half dozen times during 2011. Any time, dozens and dozens of times over the next few years. At some point he was making up reasons to go to Boston, making up reasons to skip lunch or dinner or weekend events with his parents cos Ilya texted about meeting somewhere halfway between their respective cities for an hour or two at a discrete motel. 
 
…the summer of 2014 when Shane hadn’t had the energy to lie, but he still told his parents it was fine, he was fine, he really wanted to focus on his training so he wasn’t going to come home for his few weeks off before the season started up, he was getting really serious about maintaining his diet for maximum effect and efficiency so he wouldn’t come by for lunch or dinner, he was busy and didn’t have time to date, that’s why he didn’t want that girls number or didn’t want to meet the family friend and their pretty daughter, Shane was fine, they didn’t have to worry, he was fine. 
 
Shane was into his thirties, a huge career behind him and the rest of his life in front of him, but he could have been nineteen, twenty, twenty-one all over again, hiding Ilya from his parents, lying to their faces and dodging their questions and collapsing in on himself beneath the weight of pretending. 
 
“I–” Shane started to apologize. Started to tell them the truth. Yuna and David exchanged a look like they knew he was lying, expected him to keep lying, were devastated but not willing to push it, and Shane crumpled the water bottle in his hand, crinkle crinkle crshhhh, “Mom.” 
 
“Hey hey.” Yuna took his hand. “It’s alright, baby. It’s only the first morning of vacation. We thought maybe something was going on when you called and said you were going to come, but we don't have to talk about it right this second, okay? Don’t feel like you have to talk about it right this second. No sense in everyone crying into their coffee when we haven’t even been here long enough to get sunburnt.” 
 
“Right. Yeah.” Yuna was trying to be supportive, trying to give him space and time to process because Shane always needed space and time to process. She wasn’t brushing over his distress or ignoring his vulnerability, Yuna was doing all she could to make sure Shane felt secure when it was time to talk and that was amazing.
 
But that little voice way down deep in Shane’s heart, the same one that had pushed him to give Ilya his room number so many years ago, the one that told him getting emotional over food and a hug meant it was time to get back  into therapy, the same one that had told him yes to a not-date with Ilya, yes to texting, yes to giving in for a good night kiss– 
 
That little voice way down deep in Shane’s heart whispered that maybe Shane needed someone to push and prod and push him into opening up. Yes, right then. Yes, right there. Yes crying ugly into their morning coffee on the very first day of vacation when clearly he wasn’t okay because he’d called at midnight and told them ‘hey I’ll be there’ and the last time Shane had done anything spontaneous like that, he’d packed up and moved way the fuck North to Montbonne and cleraly he hadn’t been okay at that point either. 
 
Make me talk. Shane pinched his eyes closed and tried to breathe. Yell at me until I can yell back. Rip the scab off so I can bleed and then maybe– maybe–
 
“Okay.” Shane really desperately needed someone to crack his chest open and read the words right off his heart, to hold him by the shoulders and shake it all loose from his mind, but vacation with his parents when he could still taste the misery of Ilya’s last kiss ‘Merry Christmas, Shane Hollander’ wasn’t the time or place or right people to say anything half that crazy. 
 
“Thanks.” he squeezed at his Mom’s fingers. “Um, you’re right.  Not right now. But maybe um–” he sniffed. “Maybe before we go back, we can talk about a few things?” 
 
“If you want, sure.” David was gentle and quiet and calm. Yuna pressed at Shane’s fingers and reminded him, “We’re here when you’re ready okay?” 
 
Shane gave them both a watery smile and got up to get breakfast from the buffet, so maybe the food and diet and body image related noise in his head would drown out the ache in his chest where everything weighed too heavy on his heart. 
 
From Lily: I should have locked you in office and not let you go until you told me what was wrong. Or locked you in the closet. Then after talking, we could play Seven Minutes in Heaven. *wink face emoji* First talking, then smooching. Like adults. 
 
Dr. Soule had told him to trust his gut, to sit with his reactions and impulses and hey if his impulse was still to lie about Ilya and their relationship to his parents, that wasn’t good. No way that was good. Maybe that was a big glaring sign that Shane was doing everything wrong…right? 
 
From Lily: Shanychka. Please talk to me. 
 
*Jane has notifications silenced* 
 
Shane left his phone in the room and went snorkeling. 
 
Maybe he’d get out there in the brilliantly blue water and duck his head under the surface and be so stunned by all the colors and life and beauty in the coral reefs that it would be clarifying and relieving like white noise blanketing all the anxiety and uncertainty and noise and he’d go back to shore with a clear head and his thoughts in order and be able to talk honestly with his parents and then text Ilya back without breaking into a cold sweat. 
 
Maybe he’d get out there in the endless ocean and let the waves push and pull him every which way and remember that all of it was temporary and none of it fucking mattered and he’d go back to shore and delete Ilya’s number and sell the Montbonne cabin and run away again. 
 
Whatever. Either of those options were just… whatever. 
 
****
 
New Years Eve
 
Mariya and Nadya were different in a hundred different ways, but when it came to the holidays and the chance to wear matching outfits with Mama, both girls were immediately and loudly interested in all things glittery sparkly fancy frilly, and Ilya took at least a hundred pictures of Svetlana and the twins twirling around the house in their floor length princess dresses, their curls done up with glitter, goofy 2025 glasses balanced on their faces, nails painted and faces painted cos why the hell not. 
 
Ilya took a hundred photos of Sveta and the girls inside, passed out sparklers and sent them out into the snowy front yard for another hundred pictures outside, then motioned Sveta out of the way and called, “Masha, Nadyushka. Give me one picture just you. Yes, sparklers are okay. Here. Smile pretty. No Nadya, no tongue out. Masha, no growling. For two seconds be very pretty New Years Eve princesses, then you can go back to being very pretty New Years Eve goblins.” 
 
The picture was cute, the girls cheesing it up for the camera while the sparklers lit golden in their little hands, their overly fluffy dresses sparkling in the snow and their hair haloed out into wild curls. 
 
“Ah, they are so beautiful.” Svetlana came close to look at the photo. “Send it to me?” 
 
“Da, konechno.” Ilya nodded and Svetlana peered at him closely, “You are sending one to your Jane too, of course?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya angled his phone so she couldn’t see the message chain between he and Jane, the last message that had gone unanswered for over a week, the little indicator that said Jane had notifications silenced. “Yes, I will send it to Jane.” 
 
“Good.” Svetlana hmmm’d thoughtfully as she gathered up all the folds of her dress to keep the hemline from soaking up anymore snow.  “You have not talked to them much over the holiday? You keep checking your phone, but I do not see you texting.” 
 
“You are nosy.” Ilya informed her, and she shrugged, “And you are being moody and miserable and sad. What is it, what is going on?” 
 
“I do not want to talk about it. Not during family time.” 
 
“Okay, but.” Svetlana slid her hand into his, pressing lightly before letting go. “You realize you are part of this family too, right? So if you are going through something then I want to–” 
 
“Sveta.” Ilya hushed her with a quick shake of his head. “No.” 
 
From Lily: Happy New Year to Coach. 
 
The picture was cute. Ilya sent it off with a polite little message, then put his phone away for the night. The big TV in the living room was turned to the live stream of the Times Square Ball dropping, the twins were bordering on delirious dancing and jumping around in circles because it was hours past their bedtime and they’d been running a Christmas candy fueled chaos campaign for an entire week, and Svetlana brought Ilya a shot of ice cold vodka to drink at the countdown. 
 
3...2…1…
 
Nayda and Mariya threw confetti and shrieked in excitement as the ball dropped. Ilya tossed back the swallow of vodka, then tapped at his lips twice for Sveta, “Happy New Year. I love you.” 
 
“Happy New Year, Ilyushka. And I love you too.” Sveta tapped her lips twice, then leaned over to dot a quickly gentle kiss on his forehead. “Maybe you should call your Jane?” 
 
“I texted. I am sure he is busy.” Ilya got up to get the bottle of vodka from the kitchen and have another drink, dancing and dodging between Nadya and Mariya as they twirled around the living room with their poofy skirts flying. On the TV, everyone was still partying, that old familiar song playing, cameras flashing and announcers chattering about how great the night was, how fun the crowd was, how beautiful and special and brand new it all felt as the bells rang out and the calendar turned a page into 2025. 
 
Ilya stood in the kitchen and downed another gulp of vodka, tilted his head back so it burned down his throat and settled searing into his stomach, his eyes closed and arms folded tight to his body. 
 
Midnight on New Years Eve and just like that, the day, the month, the year was over. 
 
Ilya checked his empty phone and the unread messages and couldn’t shake the sickening dread that maybe something else was over too. 
 
****
 
January 
 
From Mom: I know it felt like there never was a good time to sit and have a serious conversation on vacation, but just because we’re home again doesn’t mean we can’t still have it. 
 
From Mom: Door's always open, whenever you’re ready or need to talk okay? 
 
From Dad: Mexico was real fun. We sure do miss spending time with you, bud. Let's do it again soon. 
 
From Shane: Love you guys.
 
****
 
From Coach Hollander: Hi everyone, I’ve gotten a bunch of texts about kids being sick so I’m going to change our upcoming practice to a free skate. If the girls aren’t feeling good, they don’t need to come, but if they’re feeling okay and want some ice time, I’ll be there and put some music on and they can just have fun for an hour. 
 
From Coach Hollander: Hope everyone had a nice holiday.
 
“Coach!” Bailey’s mom was the first to arrive at the rink for Monday’s ice time and she beamed at Shane as she hurried his way. “It’s good to see you! How was your holiday!” 
 
“It was nice.” Shane high-fived Bailey and unhooked the door so she could step onto the ice. “I  went to Mexico with my parents. Stayed at a nice resort. Yeah. It was nice.” 
 
“I’m glad to hear it!” She kept talking, rambling something about how she’d wanted to invite him over for Christmas Eve dinner but didn’t know if he’d had any plans and then she’d thought oh maybe it was weird to invite the Coach over? Montbonne was a small town and they did stuff like that with their neighbors all the time but she knew Shane hadn’t been there long and didn’t know if he’d be uncomfortable being invited to a family event, and you know Louis had driven up and she knew they hadn’t quite hit it off, but she still felt bad thinking about Shane being lonesome at a time of year meant for family…
 
She talked a lot. Shane stopped listening right around the time she mentioned Louis. Not because he felt any sort of way about her brother-in-law who’d been openly enamored with getting to spend time with the Shane Hollander, but because right about the time she said Louis, the double doors to the rink opened again and Ilya walked through with the twins and a couple of their friends. 
 
Oh shit. 
 
Shane had barely made it into the rink at all. Leaving Mexico and flying back to the bleak midwinter of Canada had been difficult, the long drive from the airport to Montbonne had been tedious, stepping into the cold, sparsely furnished cabin after a week away had been downright depressing. 
 
But parking outside the rink and going inside to his office when he knew it was only a matter of time before Ilya showed up and they had to talk face to face for the first time in almost two weeks was paralyzing. 
 
Shane had barely made it inside to turn on the lights in his office and set up the sound system. Lacing up his skates had felt like suiting up for battle. A few laps around the rink hadn’t worked it’s usual soothing magic. Bailey’s mom kept chattering about how she knew the neighborly thing to do was to invite him over for at least dinner but she hadn’t wanted to pressure him or weird him out or whatever and behind her, the doors opened to let Ilya and the girls inside and Shane had to grab for the boards and lock his knees so he wouldn’t turn around and–
 
–and what? Skate to the other side of the rink and leap over the boards and run? Collapse right there cos Ilya found him immediately and turned to head his way? Cut Bailey’s mom off so he could talk to Ilya or– or fuck, ignore Ilya and suddenly be very involved in whatever the hell Bailey’s mom was saying about Louis or next time or neighborly community expectations or some shit? 
 
Fuck. 
 
“Oh, I wanted to ask a favor,” Blithely unaware of Shane’s inner turmoil, she put a hand at his arm and explained. “Bailey was determined to come to skate today, but I have a dentist appointment in about ten minutes. Is there any way Bailey could hang out with you for about fifteen minutes after practice until I can come and get her? She’s got a book to read and she won’t be any trouble?” 
 
“I can take Bailey home.” Ilya caught the tail end of the request as he came up with the girls, his eyes squarely on Shane. “I am already taking Bekah and Angie home too.” He motioned to the girls talking excitedly with Mariya and Nadya. We did carpool today, and Bailey will fit in backseat no problem.” 
 
“Thanks, Ilya!” She sighed in relief. “You’re so sweet, thank you. Okay, I have to go! Good to see you, Coach!” 
 
“Good to see you too.” Shane waved at her half heartedly, then braced himself and turned towards Ilya. “Uh, hey.” 
 
“Girls.” Ilya put his hands in his coat pocket so he wouldn’t hold out his hand for Shane and risk being rejected. Shane already being on the ice, the boards between them and the door closed was a pretty big sign to stay back, two weeks of silence on his phone was an even bigger sign to stay the hell back, so Ilya shoved his hands in his coat pocket and called for the twins, “Say hi to Coach.” 
 
“Hi to Coach!” Mariya threw herself onto the ice and wrapped both arms around Shane’s waist, squeezing as hard as her little self could before pushing off and zooming to get to center ice and screech a hello at Bailey. 
 
“H-hi to Coach.” Nadya waited until Shane held out a hand to help her step down onto the ice, then dimpled a sweet smile up at him. “Happy N-N-New Year.” 
 
“Happy New Year, Nadya.” Shane hugged her in to his side. “Good to see you, kiddo.” 
 
Angie and Bekah tumbled onto the ice next and Shane had high fives and helmet taps for both of them, then closed the door and turned up the music on his phone so it played loud over the ice and the girls wouldn’t overhear… something. Anything. Whatever the hell was about to happen now that it was just he and Ilya standing at the boards. 
 
“This is fun.” Ilya braced his forearms at the top of the boards and leaned on them casually, head turned enough to keep an eye on the twins and an eye on Shane. “Music. Free skate. Nice way to come back after a break.” 
 
“Uh huh yeah.” Shane’s shoulders dropped in relief at the segue into small talk, and he leaned his back against the boards so they were more or less standing next to each other, him on the ice and Ilya on the mat-strewn floor. “I figured they’d be so overstimulated after Christmas, crashing off the sugar high and today was the first day back to school so everyone’s extra tired. This is easy.” 
 
“Our coaches would have made us practice on Boxing Day.” Ilya smiled a little. “Maybe even Christmas Day.” 
 
“New Years Eve and definitely New Years Day.” Shane smiled a little bit too. “One year the championships were over New Years, right? Had to watch the fireworks and shit on TV because we didn’t even get off the ice until ten o o clock and were too tired to do any celebrating.” 
 
“Mmm.” That had been the year Ilya’s team lost to Canada. He’d sat in his room and watched the fireworks on the TV and listened to his Dad berate him for being a failure, for being a disgrace, for being useless and worthless and lazy like his Mama, Ilya must have gotten that from his Mama cos surely he hadn’t gotten his laziness from Grigori, no. “This is better. Better for the girls than what we used to do.” 
 
“I hope so.” Shane fidgeted with the whistle around his neck when he saw Ilya reach to fidget with the gold cross and chain laying on his shirt, then snatched his hand back down when he realized he was mirroring. Copying. “So. How was… Christmas?” 
 
“Noisy. Expensive.” Ilya inclined his head towards the twins. “Very fun. How was Mexico?” 
 
“Um. Noisy.” Shane chuckled a little. “Expensive? Very fun.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya said, and meant it. Then, “You look pretty.”
 
He didn’t mean to say that out loud, but he’d never been very good at not saying those sort of things out loud to Shane. He didn’t mean to say it when Shane couldn’t look him in the eye and when the last message between them had been weeks ago, but Ilya could see a strip of  beautifully tanned skin peeking out from the collar of Shane’s shirt and there were dozens more little freckles dotted and speckled across Shane’s cheek and nose from days spent in the sun, and just couldn’t help it. 
 
“You look pretty.” He couldn’t help it. “Mexico and vacation and sunshine looks good on you.” 
 
“Yeah, well.” Shane finally turned and looked his way, finally met his eyes and wet his lips like he couldn't help it either, “You look–” 
 
“This is how we used to do it.” Ilya cut in, and Shane’s eyes closed, his heart sinking when the small talk was abruptly over and the conversation shifted serious. 
 
“Oh yeah?” he asked faintly, and Ilya, “Yep.” popped the ‘p’ of the word and kept his eyes on Shane even though Shane wasn’t looking at him anymore, “This is how we did it before. We would fight or get pissy or annoyed and go quiet. Then time would pass and would be time to play each other again, so we’d text. Meet up. Act like nothing happened.” 
 
“We definitely did. Yeah.” Shane turned back to the ice, arms folded and shoulders drawn up by his ears. “It worked. Sort of.” 
 
“I do not want to do that anymore.” Ilya clasped his hands together, arms braced on the boards. “Tell me what is wrong.” 
 
“Ilya.” Shit. “I don’t think this is the right place to–” 
 
“Before Christmas we were okay.” Ilya dove right into it when Shane shook his head like he was going to pull back. “I thought things were okay even if some days you were weird and–and away from me.” he flicked his hand out towards the ice in a frustrated motion. “But mostly good. Then the party happened and you went to Mexico and now nothing is good. We didn’t text, you did not tell me you came home again, I had to see it in group text. You didn’t come by bakery or anything. Why?” 
 
Shane never knew how to respond when Ilya talked to him like that, blunt and to the point and demanding honesty. The Ilya he’d known before would have let it go in silence, brushed it off and moved on for the sake of both their sanities, but this Ilya with his established life and years of therapy and unwavering resolve wouldn’t settle for less than full transparency and Shane didn’t know how to respond to that. Didn’t know how to be brave enough to do that. 
 
“Shane.” The silence thickened a minute, two minutes too long and Ilya clasped his hands tighter, knuckles going white as he tried to stay calm. “Talk to me.” 
 
“I think.” Shane thought he should have written out what he was going to say. Planned it. Practiced it. Ilya would have hated it, maybe even been mad about it, but at least then Shane could have offered something more eloquent than, “We’re moving too fast.” 
 
“Too fast.” Ilya pretended to count on his fingers, ran out of fingers and shrugged. “Has been fifteen years?” 
 
“Don’t do that.” Angie fell out on center ice, and Shane watched for a few seconds until she got up and dusted her knees off and went right back to playing tag with the other girls. “Don’t laugh at me.” 
 
“I am not laughing.” Ilya maintained flatly. “Not laughing. But it has been fifteen years, Shane. What do you mean, too fast?” 
 
“It’s only been a few months this time.” he pointed out. “And you know, four years together and then ten years apart isn’t–” 
 
“Five years.” 
 
“--fuck okay, five years.” That didn’t help. The reminder that it had been five years orbiting each other and somehow never actually having a real conversation didn’t fucking help. “I feel like we moved fast. This time. And now things are… big.” 
 
It felt big. Felt fast. Ten years apart and a few months back together and Shane was right back where Ilya had left him the first time. Right back in Vegas. Right back to feeling dependent on someone who had been so devastatingly undependable at such a terrible moment in his life and it was insane, it was insane, Shane was losing his mind. 
 
“Things are big.” he said, because he couldn’t say all the other things. “And it’s– I think it’s too much.” 
 
“Too much.” Ilya waited a beat for clarification, but when Shane didn’t offer any, he pursed his  lips frustrated and prodded, “Too much what, Shane? Do we see each other too much?” 
 
“Well, no.” No, once or twice a week wasn’t too much by anyone’s standards, if anything, it wasn’t enough to maintain a relationship and maybe that was an issue too. “No, it’s not that. But you– you have the bakery, too.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya’s brows lowered. “Yes, the bakery. And I was busy for the holiday, but busy season is done now. Except a few times like Valentines Day or special orders, now I only work four days a week, sometimes only three if the weather is bad or things are slow. I will have more time for you. For us.” 
 
“Right. But even without the bakery,” Shane wasn’t saying it right and he scrambled trying to organize his thoughts, trying to explain why everything Ilya wanted and neded and was offering him was straight up terrifying. “You have the girls. And they’re great, but-” 
 
“You do not want to be around the girls so much.” Ilya ventured, reluctant but understanding. Of course Shane didn’t want to coach the girls, then also have dinner with them, then also stay the night around them. It made sense, but Jesus Christ, “Shane, I am a dad. Full time. Nadya and Mariya are my whole life, I can’t just–” 
 
“Fuck, no. That’s not what I’m saying.” The front doors opened again and Madison came running through, her mom calling an apology for the late drop off. Shane waved at her, high fived Madison as she clambered through the gate and onto the ice, then lowered his voice again, “Ilya, I love the girls. They’re both really funny and really special, it’s just–” 
 
“Just what?” Ilya stood up from the boards, running his hands through his hair then rubbing at his earlobe. “What is it? You are not saying anything right now, I do not understand. Is it Sveta? You do not like her?” 
 
His voice pitched rough discouraged, “You do not trust we are only friends, only co parents? You do not trust me? Just say it. Tell me.” 
 
“Okay okay okay.” Ilya reacting physically anxious made Shane react physically anxious and he started twisting the whistle cord around his finger, twisting his foot on the ice so his blades dug in scrush scrush scraping little bits of snow from the glassy surface. “When you said the thing about settling down.” 
 
“Settling down.” Ilya’s eyes darted around as he tried to place it, his mind racing back through their last dozen conversations before he remembered, “What in October? About the nice girl and picket fence, but you said no to the girl. That?” 
 
“Yeah. You said the thing about settling down with you and the kids in the nice house like it was easy.” Out on the ice, one of the girls screeched about being caught in tag, then switched to racing after her friends. Shane watched them skate round and round and tried to blink past the pressure pounding in his head. “You said it like you could just make room for me. You have a house and a family and you’d just make room for me. I’d just… fit.” 
 
“Oh, so this is bad?” Ilya asked sharply. He didn’t get it. “Is bad that there is room for you, bad that I want to make room for you to fit. That is what is too much?” 
 
“No, you making room for me isn’t bad! It’s just–!” Shane crossed his arms over his chest, hunching his shoulders and shaking his head. “Ilya, doesn’t that seem too easy to you?” 
 
“No.” Ilya stared at him. “No, because everything for us is hard till now. Everything is difficult. Wouldn’t it be nice if something was easy for once?” 
 
“Yeah, fuck. Easy would be nice.” Easy would be nice, but nothing nothing nothing about anything was easy and Shane pressed at his sternum, at his stomach when that familiar suffocating nausea bubbled up. “But if it’s that easy to fit me in, then maybe– maybe it’s that easy to–
 
Remove. Replace. Forget.
 
“Okay, the weekend trip.” Shane was starting to feel dizzy, fuzzy right around his temples. The rink was cold, but he was too hot, his long sleeves too constricting, the noise from the girls and the noise from the music clanging at his ears. “The Thanksgiving one. You remember. You– you invited me like it wasn’t a big deal. Like it was easy.” 
 
“Wait.” Ilya thought maybe Shane was going to say it would be easy to be replaced, and no, fuck no, he didn’t want Shane to be afraid of that, but before he could gather his thoughts and get the right words put together to assure him, Shane changed directions again and Ilya had to scramble to keep up. 
 
“Yes. Okay.” The Thanksgiving weekend trip. Dropping an impromptu invite on Shane had been a mistake, Ilya knew that now. “My fault. And I am sorry, I said sorry, yes? I said sorry because it was a big deal but I didn’t know until after. Sveta told me– she said ah–” 
 
He flexed his fingers a few time, opening and closing and clenching his fists. “She said you think we probably share a room. Or a bed. And I did not tell you we have separate rooms, so you said no to coming. That was my fault and I said sorry. So what else about it, what else?” 
 
“What else is that after I said no to a trip, you invited me to Christmas!” Shane shoved his sleeves up his arms and undid the three quarter zip at his neck trying to get some air. Trying to cool down. “You told me to come home with you for Christmas!” 
 
He spat it like an accusation, like it was the worst thing Ilya could have possibly done, and Ilya’s mouth opened. Closed. Opened again in confusion, “I don’t–” he didn’t get it. “Okay. That was bad?” 
 
“You said you were sorry for inviting me on a trip, but Ilya, telling me to come home for Christmas is a way bigger deal!” Shane pushed away from the boards, gliding backwards on his skates, hands on his knees and head hanging as he tried to gulp in a full breath through the vice clamping down on his chest. 
 
Fuck. 
 
“I thought staying home together is less of a big deal than taking a trip together.” Ilya tried, but Shane just shook his head, “You’re missing the point.” 
 
“The point.” Ilya didn’t know what the fuck he was doing wrong. Okay yes, the Thanksgiving trip had been a misfire, but inviting Shane home had been real. Heartfelt and honest and real and Shane kept staring at him like it was some sort of betrayal, tears in the corners of his eyes like Ilya was breaking his heart and Ilya had to look away and take a breath, look at his feet and rub at his mouth, at his nose, at his eyes because it felt like Shane was breaking his heart too. 
 
“I do not understand,” He went back to leaning on the boards, hands clasped, head hanging, voice low. “What point you are saying. What is it– you do not want to be home with me? You only want to spend time at bakery or here at office, nothing more? That is too much, that I ask you to come home. Okay yes, fair, you do not want to fuck at the house because is also the twins’s house and we should tell the girls we are dating and together before–” 
 
Shane flinched. Couldn’t hide it. Ilya caught the recoil out of the corner of his eye and his heart thudded to an uncomfortable stop. “What– what was that?” he croaked. “Why did you do that, why do you look like that right now?” 
 
“The whole thing with the twins aside.” Shane came back to the boards, turning again so he could keep an eye on the girls skating and so he wasn’t looking right at Ilya, right into the upset shimmering in his blue eyes when he tried to explain, “Christmas and home is– that sort of stuff is for family. It’s a big deal. You don’t just,” breathe breathe breathe, “ invite the guy you’re sleeping with over for that.” 
 
“Fuck, Shane.” The tendon in Ilya’s cheek jumped when he clenched his jaw hard, grinding his teeth together. “Stop saying it like that. We are not only sleeping together.”
 
“That’s a different conversation.” Shane’s left hand was shaking as he clasped at the whistle. Psychosomatic. His left foot, left leg, left knee were all fucked up and for a while during his recovery, his left hand had gotten shaky too when the stress and pain and misery all piled up too much and his body reacted with tremors. 
 
It was psychosomatic the way his injury suddenly flaring up paralyzing the first time he’d walked into the Montbonne ice rink had been psychosomatic. He held on tight to the whistle with fingers that had no reason to be so shaky and weak and muttered, “This isn’t the right time to have that part of the conversation, Ilya.” 
 
“Okay, so then when?” Ilya challenged, and Shane, “Fuck, keep your voice down.” flinched back from the increase in volume, his head swiveling round to make sure the girls were still fully invested in their game and weren’t getting curious about why Coach and Mr. Rozanov were arguing. 
 
“So when, then?” Ilya repeated, quieter but no less strained. “Because I ask you over and over, Shane. Should we talk, can we talk, and you always say no. So when? When is right time to talk?” 
 
“I don’t know.” Shane knocked his fist at the boards, drummed his fingers along the faded paint lines, it was stifling in the rink and standing still made him feel like climbing out of his skin, he needed to move and skate and get away from Ilya’s stifling, single minded focus. “I wasn’t ready to talk about before Mexico and Christ, I did not expect to talk about it right now, so–” 
 
“You said you needed time and I gave you time.” Ilya stated tersely. “Then you let me kiss you goodnight and asked me to fuck you and we have Monday dates and everything is okay, but now it is not enough and you need more time?” 
 
“I don’t know!” 
 
“Shane, just talk to me!” Ilya banged the flat of his hand down on the boards, bit out an apology, “Sorry, sorry, that wasn’t–” and clenched his fist again, tap tap tapping it lightly trying to keep his frustration down to a minimal physical reaction. “Every time I push, you shut down so I stopped pushing. But then I ask to talk, and you say no every time until it’s too late and everything is wrong.” 
 
Bitterly, “I knew if we waited until after Mexico, everything would be wrong.” 
 
“Ilya–” 
 
“Tell me what is wrong, Shane. Tell me why you are,” he gestured to the distance between them, the physical barrier of boards Shane had put between them, “why you are away from me. What did I do wrong?” 
 
“It’s not you,” Shane tried but Ilya snorted in disbelief, so Shane tried again desperately, “It’s complicated,” but Ilya snapped sounding fully fed up with it all, “Then tell me why it is complicated! Ask me anything and tell me everything, just talk to me!” 
 
“Oh my god.” Shane couldn’t breathe. He dropped his head back staring at the ceiling rising up high high higher above him and thought maybe the lights were spinning, whirling, blinding him. “Oh my god, this is why you– in Vegas, right? I get it now. This is why you just– why you left and didn’t talk, it was easier than— fuck–!” 
 
“Vegas.” Ilya went very still, his face washing out pale. “Vegas? What are you– why–?” 
 
Shane covered his face with his hands and made a muffled, plaintive little noise, and Ilya just stared at him, “Vegas? You are breaking up with me?” 
 
“Well, we’re not really dating.” Shane said into his hands, miserable and aching and unable to breathe past the pain splitting his chest in two. “So– so you know.” 
 
“Wow.” Ilya barked out an ugly, angry laugh. “Wow, Shane. That’s— okay. Okay. Fuck.” 
 
That time when he hit his hand on the top of the boards, he didn’t apologize for the show of anger and frustration and hurt. “So that is it, then. You will not talk to me and I do not have the right things to say, so you are going to call it Vegas and walk away?” 
 
“There’s um– there’s—” 
 
Words failed. Shane’s tongue was too thick in his too dry mouth, his throat closing up and his lungs aching and his whole body hurt, left foot, left leg, left knee, left hand trembling. 
 
“There’s alot of things I don’t know right now.” he finally got out, the words shaky and threadbare and almost inaudible. “And all those things feel really really big compared to the things I do know and it’s– I need some time to figure out how to balance that. How to– how to deal with that.” 
 
There. He said. It. After all the messy emotional stammered misdirection of the awful conversion, Shane finally got it out. There were too many things he was uncertain of, and he needed time to figure it out. 
 
The verdict sounded tame compared to how vicious it felt shredding at his tongue as he forced the words out. “I need some time.” 
 
“What is the thing you know?” Ilya told himself not to ask. He bent forward craning his head trying to find Shane’s eyes and understand him anyway. “Shanychka, what is the thing you know that is not big enough to combat the other things. Tell me so maybe I can help. Maybe I can–” he spread his hands helplessly, straining searching trying to get Shane to look at him. “Let me help fix this. Please.” 
 
“I’m sorry.” Enough enough enough. Trying to talk it out was too much. Trying to think it through was too much. A week in Mexico hadn’t brought any clarity, a few days shut away in the lonely cabin had only muddled everything worse, a rinkside conversation with a man who could undo him a simple smile was unbearable, untenable, Shane couldn’t do it. 
 
Enough enough enough. Shane didn’t look at him. Couldn’t look at him. He tapped into the safety of autopilot mode and shut his head and heart off so he could make it through the rest of practice without collapsing.  “I um– I appreciate you putting up with me till right now.” 
 
“You appreciate me putting up with you.” The line was delivered so flatly empty, Shane’s eyes gone so flatly empty it almost made Ilya sick. “What the fuck does that mean?” 
 
“I can’t do this right now. Or maybe ever. At least not until I get some shit sorted out. So I appreciate you trying, but no. I’m sorry.” Autopilot. Shane got the words out without hearing them, without consciously thinking about them, without putting any effort into the inflection of his tone or expression on his face, it didn’t fucking matter so long as he kept it under control and mostly polite and didn’t let himself collapse. “Sorry, Ilya. I really am.” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya stumbled back a few steps when Shane opened the door and stepped off the ice, pushing right past him and heading to the office. “...Shane?” 
 
*****
 
“Where did Coach go?” 
 
Ilya wasn’t even sure how he got himself and the girls home in one piece, much less how he managed to drop Bailey, Bekah and Angie off without any incidents. At one point he blinked and he was just home, sitting at the dining room table with his phone in front of him and his chin in his hands staring out the window and Mariya popped up at his side to ask, “Where did Coach go? During practice. We wanted him to play tag with us but he was in his office.” 
 
“I don’t.” Ilya rubbed the heel of his palm into his eyes. “I don’t know, Masha. He– maybe paperwork. Or something.” 
 
Shane had disappeared into the office and hadn’t come out again. Ilya stayed watching the girls of course, when Madison’s mom came to collect her, Ilya thought he’d offered some sort of generic excuse about Coach stepping away, but don’t worry, Ilya could scoot out onto the ice if any of the girls needed anything… 
 
Fuck. 
 
“D-Daddy, I’m hungry.” Nadya popped up at his other side and Ilya grit his teeth so he wouldn’t jump at the sudden intrusion into his zoned out misery when Mariya immediately agreed, “Oh I’m hungry too!” 
 
The girls were hungry. They wanted a snack, but no it was almost time for dinner. Nadya wanted noodles and chicken and the messy cheesy sauce and Mariya wanted sandwiches but only if there was roast beef because she didn’t like ham, did Daddy know ham came from pigs?! Cute little pigs! But then if beef comes from cows, Nadya’s highland cow stuffies would be sad at her for eating that so maybe only vegetables, but only carrots, not peas and not broccoli but maybe lettuce if it was the right kind of lettuce. But no no no, Nadya didn’t want lettuce, but she’d have a sandwich if it was peanut butter and jelly but not strawberry jelly only grape jelly, they were hungry, they wanted food, and where did Coach go, were he and Daddy fighting, Coach looked sad and Daddy looked sad, was he sad, was he okay, was he–
 
“Girls!” Ilya didn’t mean to yell. Didn’t want to yell. Raising his voice to be heard above the chaos of free spirited seven year olds was one thing, shouting at them because he was mixed up, fucked up, torn up inside but they had no way of possibly knowing that was different. 
 
He shouted, “Girls, quiet!” when the rapid fire chattering about dinner options escalated to Nadya and Mariya holding hands and spinning around the kitchen singing the normally mostly endearing but always slightly annoying Mac and Cheese song Alicia had taught them one afternoon while babysitting, Ilya had to get loud to be heard over their high pitched laughter and siren level noisy bellowing of the goofy rhyming lyrics and as soon as he shouted, as soon as he yelled, both Mariya and Nadya stopped right in their tracks and dropped each others hands. 
 
“Sorry Daddy.” Mariya whispered first and Nadya nodded solemnly, “Sor-ry D-Daddy.” 
 
“Shit.”  Ilya dropped his face into his hands and cursed, “Shit.” then dug into his wallet and pulled out some money for the swear jar, leaving it crumpled on the table and reaching with both hands for his girls, dropping into speaking Russian so he could tell them, “I am very sorry, little loves. My babies. Very sorry. Please forgive me?” 
 
“It’s okay, Daddy.” Mariya answered for both of them, her little voice lilting over the Russian syllables. “Are you okay?” 
 
“I am sad today.” he admitted gruffly. “And um,” he tapped at his head, then his heart. “Mixed up. But that doesn’t mean I am mean to you. Not ever. I am sorry. Sorry for being mean.” 
 
“Are y-you ready for a h-hug?” Nadya checked in quietly and Ilya nodded, held his arms out wider, “Yes please, if you are ready for one too?” 
 
“Yes!” The girls threw themselves at him and Ilya caught them up close, wrangling Nadya onto one leg and scooped Mariya up onto his other knee so they could hug in tight for a long minute. 
 
“I am sorry.” Ilya said again once he trusted his voice not to wobble. “You keep singing the song and I will make dinner, okay?” 
 
“Do you w-w-want Boris? Nadya asked and Mariya started to wriggle off his lap, “I’ll get Otto too! Be right back!” 
 
Much to the twins’s delight, Ilya made dinner with Otto the Snake hanging around his neck, and Boris the Tiger watching from the counter. They ate everything on their plates and drank all their juice then bolted up the stairs to play and Ilya didn’t bother getting on them to come back down and rinse their plates, didn’t sternly remind them that everything they pulled out for after dinner playtime had to all be put away before bed. He packaged up the leftovers and did the dishes and let the girls just play because yelling at them had left a sick aftertaste in his mouth and listening to their laughter drift down the stairs was the only thing that seemed to help. 
 
“Hullo again, love!” Once the girls were bathed, done with a short FaceTime call to Svetlana and securely tucked into bed, Ilya dropped onto the couch downstairs and called Sveta back. 
 
“Hi, Sveta.” he didn’t even try to smile, only held the phone on his lap and nodded at her. “You do not mind me calling again?” 
 
“No of course not.” She started to wave him off, then peered closer at the screen and clicked her tongue, “Ilyushka. What is the purpose of your face, why do you look so sad?” 
 
And softer, “How is Jane?” 
 
“Not good.” Ilya grabbed for his leg, digging his hand and fingers and nails in hard. “We ah– we broke up.” 
 
“What?” Svetlana’s jaw dropped. “You did what?!” she grabbed for the phone, bringing it closer to her face. “What um– what–” she flailed a little. “I do not understand?” 
 
“I did something wrong.” Ilya switched to Russian, rubbing at his face and mumbling, “I did something wrong, Sveta and I do not know what it is.” 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
“I thought I was doing it right this time.” he shook his head, blinking back the emotion welling in his eyes and catching strangling in his throat. “I was trying very hard to do it right this time.” 
 
“I know you were.” 
 
“I stayed at all practices to spend time together.” he explained haltingly. “I invited him to my whole life, to the bakery and the apartment and home. All the time I made room for him in my whole life if he wanted to be here but I guess he– he doesn’t.” 
 
He looked away, throat moving with a hard swallow. “I think he does not want this. Me. So.” 
 
“No, no Ilyushka, there must be something–” 
 
“He said he understands Vegas now.” Ilya said, and Svetlana’s eyes went wide, a hand flying to cover her mouth and muffle a curse. “Says he gets why I left without talking. It is easier to just leave. But it is not ah– this is not the same, not Vegas. It is... I do not know. I don't know, Sveta."
 
“Oh no.” Svetlana touched her fingers lightly to the screen. “No no, honey. I am sorry.” 
 
“He says.” breathe. “It is too much. Me and the girls and the bakery, my life. Too much. And everything he does not know, all the things he is confused about? Is too much.” 
 
“Do you want me to sit with you for a while?” There was nothing to say, no advice to be given or silver lining to look for in the situation. Not yet and maybe not for a very long time, maybe not ever if Shane was talking about Vegas and about Ilya’s life being too much. There wasn’t anything for Svetlana to say, so she settled back on her sofa and offered, “I will sit with you Ilyushka. All night, if you want. I am right here, okay?” 
 
“No. No, is fine.” It wasn’t fine, but Ilya shook his head anyway. “I’m going to – going to um–” 
 
Nothing. He was going to do nothing. 
 
“I messed up.” he finally got out. “So I have to try and fix it? I need to think. And do laundry. So I will–” 
 
“The laundry will wait a day, those girls have more clothes than most stores, the world will not end if you skip for tonight.” she scolded him gently and he smiled painful and small at her, “Yes, but if I do not have something to do, I will sit here and drink all night and I do not do that anymore.” 
 
“Traded binge drinking your feelings away for sorting through your emotions by way of matching up little socks and folding a hundred pairs of glittery, sparkly leggings?” Svetlana tapped her lips twice and pressed her finger tips to the screen, “You have grown up so much in the last ten years, darling."
 
“Sometimes it does not feel like it.” He admitted hoarsely. “Sometimes it seems like I am still stuck in Vegas too, making bad decisions and saying the wrong things.” 
 
“Vegas is a long way from Montbonne, and you are a long way from that boy you used to be.” she reassured him. “Do your laundry, have a drink, and if you want me to sit with you all night, call me back, yes?” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya didn’t manage even the tiniest of smiles. “Thank you, Sveta.” 
 
“I love you.” 
 
“Yes, I love you too.” 
 
Ilya hung up the call, then opened the messages from Jane, scrolling and reading back for weeks and months trying to find a moment where something had gone wrong, where Shane had changed his mind about them, about Ilya. 
 
“Fuck.” 
 
From Lily: Tell me how to fix this. 
 
From Lily: We need to talk. 
 
From Lily: How much space do you
 
Eventually, Ilya gave up. He had nothing to text, nothing to say, nothing to hope would change anything at all. 
 
“Fuck.” he scrolled back through the texts again, re reading every single one and wondering if he should start saving them as screenshots the way he’d saved Shane’s texts as screenshots after Vegas. 
 
Fuck.  
 
****
 
“I don’t know, Dad.” Out in the little cabin at the end of the long road, tucked between the lake and the endless forest, Shane hugged a pillow tight to his chest and screwed his eyes shut tight, rocking back and forth on the couch and refusing to let the tears fall. “I don’t know. I um– I told myself it was okay. Before the first date. I told myself it would be okay and then it wasn’t. And then it– it– it–” 
 
Shane shook his hands out then grabbed the pillow again, holding the phone tight to his face. “I decided it was okay to be casual but we kept getting closer and every time we got closer, it was like walls. Like walls in my head and like I was choking, every time we needed to talk it was like hitting a brick wall and I kept choking and then I started getting sick about it, I was freaking out, and that’s not good, I know that’s not good, but I don’t know how to fix it."
 
“Shane.” David tried to interrupt gently, his mellow voice cracking with shared grief for his son. “Shane, listen–” 
 
“I just keep sliding back to Vegas, Dad. I keep sliding back, and I don’t know why and I don’t know how to make it stop. I keep falling back to this same shitty miserable place and I can’t get past it, I can’t!” 
 
“Shane–” 
 
“I just want to be happy.” he whispered, harsh and desperate and pleading. “Why can’t I just be happy? Why can’t I let it go and move on, I worry about everything, even when things are going good I’m so sure it’s going to go wrong, and then it does go wrong and it’s my fucking fault because I’m scared. Dad, I’m scared all the time and I hate that. Everything I want is right here, right here and all I have to do is grab it, but I’m too scared to do it. I keep sliding back to Vegas and I can’t get past it.” 
 
“Kiddo, please.” David didn’t know what Vegas meant, but he had to take a breath and steady himself before he could get any words out, his heart breaking listening to Shane’s heart breaking over the phone. “Listen, I’m going to book a ticket right now and come out and see you. Whatever is going on, I’m gonna come over and–” 
 
“Don’t do that. I don’t want that. I don’t want anyone here.” Shane kept hugging the pillow. Kept rocking on the bed. “I just don’t– I don’t want to be scared to love him, Dad. Why the hell am I so scared to love him? Why can’t I just be–” 
 
He didn’t say fixed. He didn’t say normal. 
 
Shane didn’t say anything after the tears started falling, and all he could do was push the pillow into his face trying to quiet the sobs. 
 
“I’m sorry, son.” David balled up his handkerchief and wiped away his own tears. “I’m real sorry.” 
 
Yuna sat in the chair next to him with both hands over her mouth and tears streaming unchecked down her face listening to her baby break down sobbing over the boy he’d never been able to stop loving.  
 
“I hate it here.” Shane wanted to scream and rage and break things, but he sat curled up on the couch hugging a pillow tight, trapped alone all by himself in the temporary little cabin buried in the forest at the end of a long, lonely road. 
 
“I f-fucking hate it here.” 
 
***
 
Chapter Notes:
 
Breathe breathe breathe. Okay. Still with me? Here we go.
 
This is the worst part, the lowest of the low, where every single bit of Shane’s “one step forward” healing and “two steps back” freak outs have been leading— it’s not just losing hockey and having his confidence shaken, it’s not only Vegas and Ilya after ten years of denial, it’s not simply figuring out who he is and what he wants now, it’s everything. All of it, all at once. And when it comes crashing down, the only thing left is for Shane to admit that he’s scared and needs help.
 
Easier said than done for sure, but this is as bad as it gets, which also means it’s the turning point for our story. Now Shane can start putting in the work, being honest with himself and (important!) his therapist and work towards being honest with Ilya too while Ilya also learns how to communicate and connect with Shane through his journey. 
 
I know this chapter was rough but I want to point out a few of my favorite things anyway:
 
Shane's internal "someone crack open my chest and make me talk" and Ilya "i should have locked you in the office and made you talk". 
 
The miscommunication struggle where they are both trying to open up but Ilya is too matter of fact/blunt and Shane is too worked up (and also not scripted/planned like post Not Date) to verbalize it coherently. They are so close but still not close enough and the struggle is so sad. 
 
“This is why Vegas was easier for you / I was trying so hard to do it right this time”  ughhhhhh. They are both still stuck in Vegas, Ilya trapped by his own bad decisions even when he thinks he's doing right thing, Shane trapped by being out of control/feeling out of control of the entire situation and not being able to respond or react in any safe way. 
 
Shane shutting right down into "autopilot" to get through the rest of the awful conversation. Retreating, disassociating, blanking out as a survival technique is so sad, jfc. 
 
Ilya with his girls-- he's so determined to raise them differently than he was raised. He's such a good dad. The girls asking "are you ready for a hug?" and him just swooping them in and then they go and get their favorite stuffed animals to keep him company?! I love their little family so much.
 
The story has been more Shane POV focused up till now since he’s the one who has to make the on screen mental and emotional journey vs Ilya having done most of his in the ten years apart, but moving forward we will get of a balance of both of them as the relationship develops and romance blooms and the sex gets super emotional etc etc so don’t give up on them or me yet! 
 
Coming Up! Mid-winter is Bleak, but there is always the hope of sunrise and spring. 







      

  












      Chapter 12: Bleak (missing him is dark grey
  


    Chapter Summary

    So this isn’t my *longest* chapter ever, but it's still intense. I love when chapters/scenes feel like we go from holding our breath to being able to sigh in relief and moving from the dark grey of this first part into the hope of sunlight at the end felt like that as I wrote it. 

Content Warning: Still living in Angsty Headspace, but I meant it when I said Ch11 was the worst part. Hold tight to comfort stuffies, chocolate, whiskey and breathe through it cos there are some really amazing parts. 

Here we go.








  
January 2025
 
January arrived bleak in Montbonne. 
 
The shivery but livable chill that had lingered all of November and December bottomed out into a thermostat testing, furnace and fireplace taxing, motivation and mood tanking cold snap. Cars struggled to start, the air stung exposed faces and numbed fingertips and toes, and despite the winter sun allegedly rising earlier and setting later after the solstice, the cool yellow rays offered nothing other than a blinding reflection off the hard packed, crystallized snow. 
 
The picturesque neighborhoods felt abruptly barren with the cheerful yard decor and merry lights were all boxed up and stored away. Main Street took down the wreaths and garlands wrapped round the streetlights, businesses cleaned festive window art away and swapped commercials about Holiday Cheer for sales and clearance clear-outs, and the streets looked less like lanes through a sparkly winter wonderland and more like sketchy tracks of dirty snow covering treacherous black ice. 
 
Teachers and students alike made it all of a single week into the new semester before giving into the post-holiday melancholy, basketball kicking off in earnest with the Montbonne girls team doing surprisingly well wasn’t enough to detract from the ho-hum boredom of the short days and endless nights, and the lively little town ground to a halt when midwinter came to Montbonne and lingered bleak, brittle and gray. 
 
The brightest spot of those early January weeks was the first game of 2025 for the U9 division girls team, the Montbonne Mighty Loons. All thirteen of the girls took the ice for that first game with brand new loon patches sewn onto their jerseys and headed right for center ice, skating round the circle in as coordinated an effort as they could manage without anyone slipping or crashing, and hooting and quacking at the top of their lungs. 
 
Parents in the stands burst into laughter and cheers, Shane clapped and whistled for his little team with his face split beaming with pride, and the visiting coach skated over to shake Shane’s hand and share a chuckle over the girls show boaty entrance.
 
Only two people in the arena knew there was a brand new, perfectly matched Mighty Loons coach’s jersey folded up and stashed away somewhere.  
 
Shane wore his usual black athletic pants and black long sleeve get up like he did for every practice and every game. Ilya sat in the bleachers trying to convince his bruised ego and hurt heart that Shane not wearing the jersey was about them and not about Shane preemptively thinking about abandoning the team, not about Shane preemptively planning to get gone.
 
Shane didn’t wear the jersey because it had been a gift from Ilya, emotional and intentional and meaningful. They were… what? Fighting? On a break? Over? Whatever the hell they were or weren’t anymore–
 
–or had ever been? Had they ever been anything, or had Ilya ignored every fucking sign and signal and clue that Shane hadn’t wanted any of it and Ilya being blindsided was his own stupid fault? 
 
He should have taken the hint the first day when Shane said no to telling the girls anything about their past. He should have fucking listened when the not-date, first-date ended so badly and Shane tried to be polite and distant about it, but instead Ilya had pushed until Shane screamed and yelled, and then kept pushing until the screaming and yelling stopped and Shane started coming close for kisses. He should have noticed and said something and figured it out when Shane kept coming round for sex but not staying for anything else. When Shane said no immediately to basically everything but eventually gave in if Ilya persisted–
 
Fuck. Ilya set his jaw and clenched his hands tighter inside his coat pockets, tipped his head back and glared up at the high lights way up on the ceiling until his eyes burned. 
 
He’d been pushy and persistent and too up close and personal. He’d coaxed and cajoled and convinced because Shane always used to need a little bit of prompting, it used to feel like foreplay and flirting, teasing and testing self control, pushing and pulling when they both wanted it but neither wanted to be the one to give in first. 
 
Ilya sat in the bleachers watching Shane not wearing the Captain’s jersey and wondered over a burble of nausea if it had just been plain coercion on his part.
 
From Ilya: I did not listen to him, I think. Maybe he told me lots of times he did not want me or this or us, but went along with it to not upset me.
 
From Ilya: Is maybe why he shut down unless it was sex. Could not say no to me there, so said no in all the other ways.
 
From Sveta: Ilyushka, do NOT do that. Do NOT start thinking those things. 
 
From Sveta: I know you better than that, you know you better than that, stop. 
 
From Ilya: I know I did not FORCE him. But maybe I pushed for too much, too fast. Like, coercion. Because of our history and him being mixed up after getting hurt, he gave in even if he didn’t really want to and I took more because I was selfish.
 
From Sveta: You are projecting family and Alexei things onto Jane. Alexei used guilt and family responsibility and grief about your Papa to convince you to pay for his life for years and you never felt like you could say no. 
 
From Sveta: That is NOT what you and your Jane are doing. There is a big difference between using Jane’s injury and emotions to manipulate him, and being an oblivious dumb in love boy who misread signals and moved too fast.
 
From Sveta: You say all the time that you and Jane never talked back then and do not talk now. THAT is what went wrong. Stupid boys not using their words until it is too late and everything sucks. Now you have to wait until Jane is ready to try again. 
 
From Ilya: What if he is done? 
 
From Sveta: He is not done, Ilyushka. You told me there is nothing keeping him in Montbonne, nothing permanent. The team is volunteer coached and other parents would step up if he left. YOU would step up if he left. There is nothing to make Jane stay unless he wants to stay. If he was done, he would be gone already.
 
Shane wasn’t gone. But he wasn’t wearing the jersey, either. So maybe Shane wasn’t done with the girls and the team and Montbonne. Maybe he was just done with Ilya. 
 
Maybe he was just going to be gone from Ilya. 
 
Fuck. 
 
It might have been easier to stomach if Ilya thought Shane was doing okay with it all. If Shane was clearly functioning fine, laughing and talking and not suffering in the slightest after their fight and argument and silence, maybe Ilya wouldn’t be sitting there obsessing about the lack of jersey. 
 
But Ilya had always been able to read Shane, the tiny expressions and the way he stood or moved, how he held his shoulders and whether or not he was fidgeting. Even when he was non-verbal, Shane was loud to people who took the time to listen, and from where he sat, Ilya felt like Shane was screaming. 
 
His smile was neutral and passably polite, practiced and fake. It was his press smile, Ilya would know, he’d seen it a thousand times. Shane’s freckles were washed out into shadowed, tired bags beneath his eyes, he was blinking too fast and fussing scratching at his eyelid, at his eyebrow. There was a brace on his left knee even though Shane hadn’t worn one for months, his broad shoulders tilted at a slight angle compensating for an awkward stance meant to keep the weight off his hurt side and when he skated the blue lines keeping an eye on the girls, his gait was stiff, each push off marred by a split second hesitance. 
 
It was loud. Shane was loudly not doing okay and it would have been easier if he was, cos then Ilya could have looked away and wallowed a little further into self pity and self recrimination instead of wondering how bad Shane’s migraine was.
 
Look away look away look away, Ilya told himself because the longer he looked, the more he couldn’t help wanting to fix it. Maybe he’d stay after practice and ask Shane to talk. Maybe he’d toss out a text message asking Shane to meet. Hell, maybe he’d drive out to the little cabin at the end of the rutted, bumpy road and knock on Shane’s door to demand they work it the hell out because the quiet and distance and misunderstanding miscommunication of it all was killing him and clearly it was killing Shane too. 
 
Look away, look away, look away Ilya mentally chanted, but he didn’t. Not from the brace at Shane’s knee or how Shane kept twisting the whistle cord through his fingers or the small strained fake smile that stayed at Shane's lips until the last whistle blew and the team all rushed him for post-game hugs. Then Shane brightened up into a beautifull real smile, one that pushed even wider into open adoration when Nadya and Mariya kept their little arms wrapped at Shane’s waist and skated with towards the benches.
 
It was too sweet, how good Shane was with the girls. Ilya picked up his phone and scrolled to the message chain with Jane ready to type something, say something, do something about it, but put it away again when his stomach twisted over the gut churning reminder that their shitty situation was maybe mostly his fucking fault for pushing too hard. 
 
Fuck.
 
“Oh, let’s get a picture of the girls with their jerseys! Come on!” 
 
“Everyone turn so we can see the patches on your shoulders!”
 
“Coach, get in there! Hurry and pose with the— hey, we should get you a jersey, Shane! You need to be branded Mighty Loons too!”
 
None of the other parents noticed Shane grimace at the mention of a new jersey, the minute tightening his lips and the way his eyelid twitched just enough that he had to scratch it.
 
Ilya noticed, though. Shane was so goddamn loud sometimes, it was all Ilya could notice. 
 
“Come on girls, say bye to Coach. Time to go.” 
 
Ilya got the twins gathered up and out the door in a normal amount of time. Not first to leave but not last to linger, not running away but not staying behind. They each chirped an obedient, “Bye to Coach!” and followed him to the car while Ilya didn’t look at Shane and hoped the attempt at being calm and collected and normal didn’t come off as obviously desperately lost as he felt. 
 
It did, though. Ilya didn’t know it because he bundled the girls up and got them home, but his mildly paced, nonchalantly unhurried but purposefully efficient effort to leave along with the majority of the other parents had been so blisteringly noticeable to Shane that he’d had to sit in his car in the empty parking lot and wait for his hands to stop shaking before he could drive away. 
 
The night was cold and dark. Both the cute house in East End Montbonne and the lonely little cabin out of town by the lake were quiet and somber. Neither phone lit up with a new message in the Lily-Jane chain no matter how many times Ilya thought about reaching out, no matter how many times Shane wished he could handle just checking in.
 
And that was how the first few weeks of  January went— cold and dark and tinted gray by the bleak of miserable midwinter. 
 
***** 
 
“You said you started attending trivia nights back in December.” Dr. Soule tapped her pen on her notebook and looked up with an encouraging smile. “Are you still going to those?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“How is that going?” 
 
“It’s fine.” Shane scratched at his eyelid. “It’s fine. But sorta frustrating.” 
 
“I find trivia nights extremely frustrating. The idea that I can hold multiple degrees after decades of schooling and still lose a contest to my buffoon of a brother-in-law because he knows random movie trivia is maybe my least favorite thing.” She winked in a show of teasing self deprecation. “Why is it frustrating for you, though?”
 
“It um,” he gripped the back of his neck, squeezing hard trying to ground himself enough to be honest. “Proves in sort of shitty ways that I’m still stuck in 2014. I’m behind on movies and pop culture and internet meme stuff? I never got into social media except for mandatory PR for the team and I don’t care enough to keep up with celebrities. I dunno.” 
 
“Stuck in 2014.” Dr. Soule made a quick note. “Why 2014 specifically?” 
 
Shane hesitated, and she clarified, “It’s not uncommon for us to feel stuck in a certain year or time of our lives, Shane. I think the vast majority of the world feels as if life stopped in spring 2020 when the pandemic hit so hard. When my youngest moved out of the house, I realized I still saw myself as thirty because that was the last time I’d been wholly myself instead of Mom and chauffeur and lunch lady and homework enforcer and doer of the endless laundry. That’s perfectly normal.” 
 
“That being said.” She tapped her pen again for emphasis. “You have had many significant moments in your life. You were second pick at the draft in 2009. Signed your first big brand sponsorship in 2010 if I remember correctly. Rookie of the Year in 2011. You won back to back Cups in 2015 and 2016–” 
 
“I know my stats.” He knew all the dates. All the big moments. He didn’t need a play by play. 
 
“My point is,” Her eyebrows rose briefly over the bite and bitterness in his tone. “Out of all the moments where you could have realistically and understandably stopped caring about social media or pop culture or anything other than your career, why is it 2014 specifically where you feel stuck?” 
 
“Because that’s when,” Shane took a deep breath and tried to be honest. Closed his eyes and peeled the words off the shredded edges of his heart to say it out loud, “That’s when I lost them. Him. That's when he…left me.” 
 
“He.” Shane’s eyes were closed so he didn’t see Dr. Soule’s expression contort in shock, then quickly soften into sudden understanding. “Who is he?” 
 
“The person I’m seeing. The guy I’m seeing.” Shane breathed in quick and noisy. “We were together for four years. Um. Five years. We broke up in 2014. He left me.” 
 
“Five years.” Another bit of there and gone shock creased Dr. Soule’s face before she recovered and started searching through her notes. “You told me it had been casual between the two of you before meeting them again in Montbonne. Here, I have it that you and this person had been casual with each other, not permanent– you repeatedly told me nothing had been permanent, that it was a relationship centered solely on convenience for a few times a year your lives overlapped.”
 
She shook her head as she read her notes again to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. “You mentioned only one time that there had been something of a break up years ago and there were still some unresolved feelings surrounding that event, but nothing that led me to think there was five years of history and enough trauma to leave you stuck.” 
 
“Right. Yeah.” He looked down at his hands, at the torn cuticles and bitten ragged nails. “I lied about it. About him. Sorry.” 
 
“You do not have to apologize.” Dr. Soule assured him as she turned to a fresh page and readied her pen. “But please talk to me. Tell me more about the situation, about the aftermath, about how meeting him again affected you.” 
 
“There’s not much to tell.” There was too much to tell. “But it was never casual between us, at least not for me. It was everything for me, right away. Even the very first time we–” he swallowed. “I loved–” 
 
He couldn’t say it. Those particular words didn’t work. Shane sat on his hands so he’d stop tearing at an already bleeding hangnail and shook his head. “We met up in Vegas that summer and he broke up with me. Disappeared. I didn’t know what happened or why, and I wasn’t out. We weren't out. Nobody knew about us, so I couldn’t even ask anyone what happened to him. I thought maybe he was dead.” 
 
Quieter, “It ruined my fucking life.” 
 
Quieter, “Everytime I look at him, I feel like I’m right back in Vegas. Right there in 2014 wondering why the hell the boy I lo–” nope. “Wondering why he didn’t kiss me goodbye. And I've been stuck there ever since."
 
“Okay.” Dr. Soule whispered, the word hitching in a tiny concession to how much Shane’s audible heartbreak was affecting her. “Okay, Shane. Am I correct in assuming I am the only one you’ve ever told about this?” 
 
He nodded, eyes down and shoulders hunched.
 
“Okay.” she whispered again. “If it’s alright with you, I’d like us to sit here together and be quiet for a few minutes. Verbalizing trauma for the first time can be very overwhelming, so I’d like you to sit with this grief for a moment and I will sit here with you, alright? We are just going to sit and breathe and absorb it together.” 
 
Shane nodded, eyes down and shoulders hunched and with his chin wobbling as he tried to breathe and blink and swallow past the tears threatening to spill beneath the mercy of Dr. Soule’s gentle consideration. 
 
“Breathe, Shane. I’m going to turn on my metronome here to ground us, I want you to listen and count until you can breathe on your own, do you understand? Take all the time you need, I will sit right here.” 
 
The metronome click-clocked, tick-tocked. Shane closed his eyes and breathed. Dr. Soule held her cup of tea in both hands so the clink and rattle of the saucer wouldn’t interrupt.
 
Breathe in and hold and exhale. In and hold and exhale. Shane closed his eyes and breathed in and held and exhaled.
 
The metronome click-clocked, tick-tocked. Dr. Soule sipped her tea and watched closely quietly through the computer screen as Shane’s shoulders lowered bit by bit and the tense grit of his teeth eased, the wrinkle of skin between his brows smoothed out and his hands came up to cover his face once he’d settled enough to stop sitting on them. 
 
Click-clock. Tick-tock. In and hold and exhale. 
 
“Okay.” Shane didn’t know how long they sat in silence, but once he wasn’t counting the metronome beats anymore and he could breathe without timing it, he opened his eyes and nodded. “Okay. I’m– I’m here.” 
 
“I’m here too.” Dr. Soule told him gently. “Ready?” 
 
“Ready.” 
 
“Tell me about the break up.” 
 
Shane told her about the breakup. Not specifics, but specific enough to not be lying. How the six months of silence beforehand made sense now that he understood the why of it, that the whole thing had been shitty for everyone involved, that maybe if they’d been older it could have been different, but they’d been kids and what ifs didn’t matter when it was already said and done. Yes, he’d felt abandoned and no, he hadn’t ever gotten over it but no, he wasn’t angry. He wasn’t angry, it was just…
 
“You logicked your way from grief right past anger and forced yourself into acceptance.” she stated, and he shook his head, “No, I was mad. I was pissed off. But after that, I was sad for me and– and sad for him and it’s complicated. It was complicated for him and I understand that. I do.” 
 
“So you do not feel as if you pushed yourself through coping faster than you were ready?” 
 
“No, I– I mean. It’s–” Shane bit into the side of his cheek until it tore and stung. “I understand it. I get it. I’m not mad about it or at him, that doesn't make any sense. But I think once I got done being mad, all that was left was being… afraid.” 
 
“Afraid.” she made a note on her pad. “Explain that to me.” 
 
“All I had was him and hockey.” he started helplessly. “And I think losing him broke me. Broke something in me. My heart, I guess, yeah. But something else, too. Something bigger maybe. I don’t know, but I buried it. Ignored it. I put everything I had into hockey but now I don’t have hockey anymore.” 
 
The words came faster, tumbling out of his mouth with the relief of finally opening up, “I don’t even have hockey anymore so I have nothing and then he’s here again. Except it’s not him him, it’s this new him who got married and has kids and has a career he loves. He has this big permanent life and I– fuck. I just–” 
 
Dr. Soule kept writing, scribbling things down and circling ones to come back for as Shane dragged both hands through his hair and got louder as the dam in his chest gave way and everything came flooding out. 
 
“I thought hockey was permanent but it wasn’t. I thought I was permanent to him, but I wasn’t. He has everything and I have nothing, there isn’t a single thing permanent in my life except my parents and– and how I feel about him. I can’t let that go. I never let it go, how I feel about him is right here.” 
 
Shane jabbed two fingers into his own chest. “Right here way down deep. It’s permanent and there’s nothing I can do about it and it freaks me the fuck out!” 
 
 “You don’t trust him anymore.” Dr. Soule circled kids on her note pad, circled the word permanent. Wrote and highlighted unreciprocated and imbalance and commitment. “Did you trust him before?” 
 
“Yeah.” Yes. Shane had trusted Ilya the first time and every time after that right up until the night at his condo where he’d trusted Ilya with everything. “I did. I trusted him. And that motherfucker left me in Vegas.”
 
“Let’s sit another moment together.” she suggested. "You might not think you're angry anymore, but that sounded angry, so let's sit and acknowledge it a moment."
 
“Okay.” Shane slumped back onto the couch and rubbed his hands over his face. “Let’s do that.” 
 
“Breathe.” 
 
“I’m trying.” 
 
The metronome clicked on again while Dr. Soule finished her notes, and she sat a moment longer in sympathetic silence giving Shane more time to settle down before clearing her throat. 
 
“Ready?” 
 
“Ready.” 
 
“Alright then.” she set her pen aside and folded her hands on her desk. “First, I want you to know that I will dedicate my time between this session and next week to reviewing and rewriting my notes so I can incorporate all of this new information. We will come up with a more situationally appropriate plan moving forward to ensure I am giving you the best possible guidance.” 
 
“Oh.” Shane blinked. “Thank you.” 
 
“In the meantime?” She held his gaze steadily. “I am going to assign you homework. And it’s not going to be easy.” 
 
“Oh?” Less sure that time. “What is it?” 
 
“I want you to write a letter to him.” Dr. Soule held up a hand to stave off any questions until she’d finished explaining. “Not typed, handwritten. Pen and not pencil, because pencil marks can be erased but pen strokes can only be scribbled out which allows us to confront and evaluate what we consider mistakes rather than just wiping them away and moving on. The physical act of putting pen to paper keeps us connected to our words in a way that typing on our phone with potentially distracting apps or on the computer with autocorrect and instant formatting does not. I want you to hand write, in ink, a letter to this man every single day.” 
 
“Every single day?” 
 
“Yes.” she nodded emphatically. “You will write down everything you want to say to him, then put it away for the night. The next day, you’ll read what you wrote, cross out anything you no longer want to say, then write another letter.” 
 
“Okay but.” Shane cast about desperately for an excuse to not have to put his heart out there in readable format over and over. “But won’t that make me focus on negative stuff? Like I’m wallowing in my anger or whatever?” 
 
“Wallowing in anger is different than sitting with and acknowledging your grief.” Dr. Soule countered. “You said your lives overlap in several ways, and writing a daily letter will all you to track how your feelings towards him change based on whether you see him or not. The way we feel about someone on Monday morning can be drastically different than how we feel about them after lunch on Wednesday. Daily writing will reflect those changes.” 
 
“Do I give him the letters after I’m done?” The thought made Shane itch. “I don’t want to do that.” 
 
“You are not giving him the letters.” she corrected him with a quick shake of her head. “This is more or less journaling, but you are directing the journal to him. Talking to him. This exercise is not about him reading the letters, it’s about you giving yourself a voice.” 
 
She tapped her fingers on the table lightly, “Shane, this exercise is about giving the you who is still trapped in Vegas a chance to finally be heard.” 
 
Shane frowned, and Dr. Soule explained, “The first few letters will feel awkward and that's fine. Because as you write more, eventually you will start writing from Vegas. From 2014. All those things you are feeling that keep you stuck, everything you couldn’t say back then and buried too deep during the last ten years to say out loud now. Write it down. Write it from the place in you heart that never made it past 2014. The more you write and read and cross out then re write, the further you will move from that version of yourself until eventually, you will be talking to him from where you are today.” 
 
“When do I stop though?” Shane didn’t like open ended projects, he didn’t like things with no finish date, he didn’t want to think he’d be sitting in therapy for months writing letters to Ilya, fuck. “When are the letters done?” 
 
“You stop when you’ve crossed everything out in the letters for days because there’s nothing relevant left to say.” She inclined her head meaningfully. “Or when you reach the point where you’ve been writing the same things over and over. Both of those options are a truth in themselves. There will be either nothing left to say, or only the important things to say.” 
 
“If there’s nothing left to say.” He thought about his Dad’s advice after the awful not date, first date. “Then that’s my answer. There’s just nothing left?” 
 
“Having nothing to say could mean there is nothing left at all.” Dr. Soule conceded. “But it could also mean there is no anger left, and now you can actually move forward the way you pretended you had for so long.” 
 
“...and if there’s important things left to say?” 
 
“Then say them. Tell him.” her smile was kind, but sad. “Whether there is nothing left to say, or several important things to say, you have to get it out and move on, otherwise you’ll stay stuck in 2014 forever.” 
 
And softer, “Ten years is too long, Shane. It’s time to get yourself out of Vegas.”
 
*****
 


Rozanov, 

Fuck you for leaving me in Vegas. Fuck you right up the fucking butt. 



 
Mondays were busy, but not for any real reason. 
 
The bakery was closed on Sundays and Mondays and the rest of the week was slow enough that there was no real reason for Ilya to drop the girls off at school then clock in for six hours in the empty building to do inventory, prep and clean. None except for the fact that he didn’t want to be home alone, he needed to keep busy so he wouldn’t sit fixating miserable on the thousands of reasons why Shane wasn’t texting and to make sure he was too pre-occupied to break his self imposed rule about giving Shane space to try and text first. 
 
The forced busy work and whole hearted attempt at productive distraction didn’t stop Ilya from jumping at every notification on his phone, though. The building settled noisy and he stopped to check if the creaking was the back door being pushed open cos Shane had decided to come by. The wind came around the corners rattling at the windows and Ilya tilted his head thinking maybe it was a knock at the front door, maybe Shane didn’t feel comfortable using the back entrance so he’d come around to the front like a customer…
 
No. It was never a text, never a knock, never Shane. Ilya clocked in to do pointless work on Mondays knowing full well Shane wouldn’t show up, but couldn’t ever quite manage to convince himself to give up and go home. 
 
Shane went to the rink early on Mondays to line out the schedule practice for the week, planning which maneuvers and drills he’d use with the girls, wasting time watching videos to refresh his memory as if he hadn’t had the drills memorized for the better part of twenty years.
 
Sometimes he picked up trash to justify spending hours there, sometimes he went up and chatted with Rachel while she paid the bills on the huge complex, sometimes he sat in his office and stared at his dark phone and admitted to the empty room and echoing arena that he was really fucking hoping Ilya would barge through the door and make him talk so he could skip the part where he had to find words and courage to get through it all. 
 
Ilya never showed up. Shane never really thought he would. Ilya brought Mariya and Nadya right on time for practice and left shortly after Shane let the girls off the ice and it was all very polite. All very punctual. All very normal like the way a coach and parent were supposed to interact. 
 
Ilya took the twins home and made sure they had a balanced meal to recover after practice and to prepare their little minds for school the next morning. 
 
Shane went home and wrote Ilya a letter. 
 


Rozanov,

I still feel like you replaced me. Like maybe I was a placeholder. You hooked up with Svetlana before me, and then went right back to her after me except you married her. Had kids with her. Divorced her but didn’t really leave her, not like you left me. 

And I know it’s different. You gave up everything to take care of your Dad, and that included me. You have kids with Svetlana, you can’t disappear on them. It’s different. I get it. 

I still feel fucking replaceable though. You replaced me. My team replaced me. I could finish out the season with the Loons and leave and they’d replace me for next season. I fucking hate it. Just ONCE I’d like to be priceless to someone or something other than my parents. 

I want to trust you again but I’m scared you’ll leave me behind if things change. 

I’m scared I’ll trust you and you’ll leave me in Vegas again. 



 
*****
 


Rozanov, 

You should have told me about your Dad and Russia. I dunno what I would have said. Thinking about 'what ifs' is fucking pointless, I know that. But what if you told me. What if you stayed. What if we figured it out. 

Would we have gotten together for real? We would have played on the same team for the 2017 All Star games. We could have shared a room and no one would have thought anything about it. They would have laughed since everyone thought we hated each other, they wouldn’t have known. We could have had a whole night together. Maybe two. Would we have done that or would you have still gotten serious with Svetlana and married her before then anyway? 

Was I ever gonna be more than a secret hook up? I don’t know if I would have been brave enough to be out and go legit. I don’t know. I DON’T KNOW. 

The what ifs are killing me. 



 
Tuesdays were legitimately busier for Ilya, and almost painfully boring for Shane. 
 
The bakery was open on Tuesdays, so Ilya got there early to do all his work and half of Alicia’s and a good deal of the front counter girls’ work as well. When Alicia got frustrated with his hovering and chased him away from the bake table, Ilya pulled everything out of the big fridge and painstakingly re-organized and re-labeled until Alica chased him out of there because he was shivering and surely his fingers were numb and if he didn’t get out of her goddamn way so she could get to the heavy whipping cream, she’d kick him right in the shins. 
 
Shane made himself breakfast and did his morning yoga, then puttered around the cabin not looking at his phone and not thinking about Ilya and not reading the book sitting on top of the Mighty Loons jersey that had been his Christmas present.
 
He ordered a set of weights off Amazon, then ordered a cookbook too, even though every recipe he’d ever used came from Google or his Mom. A cookbook sitting by the oven would either encourage him to cook and eat, or grow dusty from disuse and be another thing in the cabin taunting Shane about how unimpressive his life was, it was fine. 
 
It was fine and– and whatever. 
 
“You told me things felt balanced in your relationship before Vegas, and that they feel very much unbalanced now.” Tuesdays were also therapy, and after a day of doing nothing, it was almost a relief for Shane to turn on his computer and see Dr. Soule. “Do you think that is contributing to you not being able to trust him right now? 
 
“Yeah, I think so.” Shane shrugged. “Probably.” 
 
“Okay.” she made a note. “Do you think he trusted you before Vegas?” 
 
“Obviously he didn’t.” It stung to admit out loud. “Because he didn’t trust me enough to tell me what was going on with his personal life. Stuff about why he had to break up with me. He knew about it for months and never told me. He didn’t trust me enough to open up to me. So.” 
 
“Did you open up to him?” she asked, and Shane frowned, “I mean, not– not with everything. With some things, I guess. But we never had time to talk. Being together was a secret so our meet ups were rushed. It wasn’t like we were sitting and talking for hours.” 
 
“So you not opening up to him was a time constraint issue.” Dr. Soule prompted. “Not because of a lack of trust?” 
 
“I um–” Shit. “I guess I don’t really know. Maybe we never got that far. If we would have been together longer or if we saw each other more… I dunno. I think I could have talked to him about serious stuff. And he could have texted me about it. Or called me.” 
 
“Could he have?” there was no malice in the question, only genuine curiosity. “Could he have called or texted and known you had the time and mental space to take on the burden of whatever he was dealing with that led to the break up?”
 
Shit. “I don’t know.” Shane dragged his hands up and down his legs, from his knees up to his hips. “I don’t know. Um. I want to say yes. But. Maybe not. I don’t know.” 
 
“You said you trusted him.” she steered the conversation in a slightly different direction. “Did you feel safe with him? Even with the somewhat limited conversation and lack of significant time spent together?” 
 
“Yes.” Shane didn’t hesitate. “Yes, I felt safe with him back then.” 
 
“Interesting.” Dr. Soule hummed under her breath as she took a few notes. “In my experience, sometimes being safe with someone is less about the physical safety they offer but more about their presence giving us the chance to be quiet. Do you understand what I mean by that? By them letting us be quiet?"
 
“Yeah. Fuck.” Shane understood exactly what she meant in the sort of terrifying clarity that made him want to pick up his phone and shout down the line until Ilya somehow heard him and picked up and fixed it. 
 
Jesus Christ. 
 
“Yeah, I know what you mean.” he managed woodenly. “That’s– yeah.” 
 
“Finding a person you can trust to quiet the noise in your head to the point where whatever is bothering you fades away, is a gift.” She gave Shane a minute to collect himself when his eyes creased stressed over whatever specific truth was whirling round in his head. “I won’t assume this person was that for you,” she could tell just by Shane’s expression that his unnamed significant other, the boy he’d loved for so many years, was in fact exactly that for him, “But have you thought perhaps you were that for him?” 
 
“...what?” 
 
“You said you don’t think he trusted you back then.” she suggested very gently, “But maybe he trusted you to the point that you were safe and quiet for him. Maybe being with you was the only time he didn’t have to worry and stress about whatever was spiraling so far out of control that led to him leaving. Right now this very second ,you are struggling to verbalize your thoughts, your worries and fears and stress. If he struggled with the same thing so many years ago, do you think maybe he was connecting with you in the most emotionally intimate way he could fathom– by letting himself be safe enough with you to quiet the noise in his head?"
 
“You think he trusted me. You think he– he needed me?” It had never once occurred to Shane that maybe Ilya needed the settling quiet like he did. He’d never stopped to wonder if Ilya got anything other than a smug satisfaction for having fucked him to incoherence out of those hazy spacy times when Shane was floating somewhere weightless with Ilya’s fingers or cock in his mouth. “Do you think he still does?” 
 
“I cannot answer those questions with any degree of certainty without assuming a lot of things about your relationship and your significant other.” Dr. Soule cautioned him. “But I want you to honestly ask yourself if the relationship really was as emotionally unbalanced as you thought, or if he needed and trusted you in a very real way and there was a miscommunication barrier when it came to expressing it.” 
 
She ended the session with a final thought, “I’m not suggesting these things to make you feel guilty for not knowing what happened in Vegas. I’m suggesting that maybe over the last ten years, he learned to say these things out loud and perhaps that is why he is now open to the point of overwhelming you. No one is at fault, we all grow through our mental health at different rates. But taking an honest look at certain things about your previous relationship might help you better understand and cope with the whiplash of losing him in Vegas and finding him again in Montbonne.” 
 


Rozanov, 

We never talked much. We should have. Did you want to talk when we were together or was it just sex? Did you NEED to talk but being with me made your head so quiet you didn’t remember it until later? 

That’s what you do for me. Sometimes after sex its like i’m fucking floating and nothing is wrong and I’m safe and warm and don’t have to think about anything cuz you got me. You got it. It always felt like that, even after the first time. 

Does Svetlana do that for you? 

I still feel like you replaced me.

I want to trust you again.

Did you need me back then and I didn’t see it? Is there any chance you still need me? 

Cos I need you. I do. 



 
*****
 


Rozanov, 

This is such a stupid homework assignment. I don't think I've figured anything out. Asking you questions when you don’t read these things is pointless. 

Was I a safe place so you didn’t have to think about your Dad? Did you trust me? Did you need me? Are you going to leave me again if I can’t do the domestic life with kids and super hot ex wife thing, what if me just being ME isn’t enough for your new super great life, where the fuck do I even fit in? 

I’m so tired of being in Vegas, get me the hell outta here. 



 
The middle of the week in the middle of January dragged on. Shane did his morning yoga, read his self help books, worked out with his new weights and made himself go into town for groceries to make a dinner off some Google generated list that promised to be high protein, low calorie and specifically good for athletes on chill days. 
 
Not that he was an athlete anymore. Not that every day wasn’t a chill day. But whatever. 
 
Wednesdays at the bakery were payroll days. Bill organizing and paperwork sorting days. The bank account and spreadsheets didn’t need reconciled until the end of the month, but Ilya went ahead and did an up to date report anyway. Taxes needed to be sorted and sent off to the accountant so he got to work on that. Time sheets didn’t need revamped and reworked for the sake of aesthetics but why the hell not, Ilya had gotten a week’s worth of cleaning done on Tuesday so he had time to fuck around designing a time sheet so painstakingly neatly spaced and ordered and user friendly that even Shane would enjoy–
 
Nope. 
 
Ilya clicked out of the time sheet and went back to taxes. 
 
Fuck. 
 
“Hullo sweetie pie, I brought you lunch!” Alicia bustled into the office and plopped a plate down on the desk, a towering sandwich with a side of the hand cut, small batch fried chips the up front girls had insisted the cafe at least try out as a side with their lunch menu. 
 
“And I brought you a drink.” she set a bottle of water down next to the plate. “Because I was grabbing a juice out of the bake table fridge and noticed that bottle of rot gut you call vodka was looking low and I cannot stress this enough, you are not allowed to sort tax paperwork while drunk.” 
 
“Rot gut vodka, as you say, is several hundred dollars a bottle.” he informed her peevishly, but Alicia only rolled her eyes unimpressed, “I don’t care about that, I care about you not being tipsy on that potato nonsense and messing up our taxes.” 
 
“Potato nonsense.” Ilya scoffed. “I’m going to tell Sveta you called it that.” 
 
“Go ahead, I’m not scared of Supermodel Barbie.” She pushed the plate towards him, scooping paperwork out of the way as she went. “Now, do you want to tell me what is going on with lately, or do I have to nag it out of you?" 
 
“Nothing is wrong, Alicia.” Ilya shook the water bottle at her then took a large gulp so she’d stop bugging him about it. “I am fine.” 
 
“Mmhmm. Of course.” She plopped herself down in one of the chairs on the other side of the desk and folded her arms over her floury apron. “You spent four hours yesterday re-labeling everything in the fridge that was already labeled. You pulled out the steam cleaner to clean the grout lines in the lobby. You’ve been doing paperwork but not listening to music all day now. Clearly something is wrong, so spill.” 
 
“Alicia–” 
 
“Spill it, kiddo!” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya plucked a sesame seed off the sandwich bread and crunched it between his teeth. “Okay. A long time ago I made a bad decision. I thought it was best for everyone and maybe easiest for me, but now I have to deal with consequences and it’s–” he shook his head. “I cannot change it and lately I do not think I can fix it. That is it. End of story."  
 
“Well, looking back at our past selves and trying to fix mistakes is a good thing, you know.” she told him comfortingly. “Lord knows I’ve made my share of stupid decisions and had to deal with the consequences years down the road.” 
 
“You, Alicia? Granny to my girls?” He took a bite of the sandwich and winked at her. “Bad decisions? Never.” 
 
“I’ve got a tramp stamp sittin’ real low on my back that would beg to disagree.” she informed him dryly. “There’s a story there about a Spring Break I don’t remember and a fella who had his privileges to my hoo-hah revoked twenty years ago, but that’s neither here nor there.” 
 
She laughed out loud over Ilya’s immediate wide eyed shock, “Don’t be so hard on yourself, love. We were all twenty and dumb at some point. But now look at you. You’re a good Dad to those sweet girls, you’re a good person and we all adore you. Sometimes those bad decisions are the kick in the tuchus we all need to grow the hell up.” 
 
“Your tramp stamp helped you grow up?” Ilya goaded and Alicia huffed at him, “Oh stuff it, Mr. Rozanov!” 
 
And then quieter, cautious and kind and gentle, “This doesn’t have anything to do with everyone’s favorite Coach, does it?” 
 
Ilya froze, and Alicia leaned over the desk to quickly pat his hand, “Now don’t worry, I know it’s none of my business and I’d never say anything to anyone, but it wasn’t hard to notice how much you smiled around him. You packed up and took lunch somewhere a couple times a week, I saw his car parked here once or twice on Mondays and when I helped take over all that food for the Christmas party, it sure seemed like you two couldn’t keep your eyes off each other.” 
 
She hesitated, “Did– did something happen?” 
 
Ilya didn’t answer, only stared down at the sandwich and half drank water bottle with his face lined in misery, and Alicia sighed, “Well, don’t you worry dear. That boy’s a heartbreaker, but if he’s half as sweet on you as you are on him, things will work out.” 
 
“You think he is a heartbreaker.” Ilya smiled a tiny bit and Alicia fanned herself dramatically, “Oh lawd yes. Those dark eyes and that sweet smile? Have you seen his freckles?” 
 
“I have seen his freckles.” Ilya smiled a tiny bit more. “Yes. They are very pretty.” 
 
“You know, he’s got that Ms. Belanger twisted up six ways from Sunday, but just between you and I, I don’t think he’s very interested in her. I’m sure you have a chance to get back with him, or at least more of a chance than I ever had with the first boy I loved, that’s for sure.” 
 
“Who did you love, Alicia?” His appetite at least partially restored by the freely given affection and easy acceptance from his friend, Ilya took a big bite of the sandwich. “Who stole your sweet heart and never gave it back?” 
 
“Sam Elliot.” she said frankly and Ilya laughed out loud, covering his mouth so he wouldn’t spit sandwich toppings out on his place. “You laugh now, but I would take that man’s mustache for a ride any day.” 
 
She grinned pleased when Ilya kept laughing, stood up and patted his hand and then his cheek, “Cheer up, kiddo. Things will be okay. I sure do love you.” 
 
“Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu, Alicia.” 
 
Ilya spent the rest of the day in the office resolutely working on paperwork and resolutely not picking up his phone to text Shane and ask if they could talk yet, if he could apologize again, if there was something anything he could do to fix it. 
 
Shane did the few dishes from his attempt at new recipe and sat down to write his nightly letter. 
 


Rozanov, 

Knowing you planned Vegas makes me second guess every time we were ever together and it’s making me insane. 

…I want to be safe for you like you used to be safe for me. 



 
*****
 
Thursdays were practice. Ilya arrived right on time with Nadya and Mariya so he wouldn’t be tempted to try and talk, and Shane stayed on the ice until after everyone was gone so there wouldn’t be any reason for Ilya to linger. Ilya took the girls home for a good dinner and to do homework and daily reading while Shane went back to his lonely cabin and wrote a letter. 
 


Rozanov, 

I didn’t realize how much I looked at you during practice until I was trying not to look at you. 

Fuck that sucks.  



 
Friday was busy at the bakery, busy at school and busy-ish for Shane because it took all day to keep himself hyped up enough to drive into town after dark and attend trivia night at Jacob’s place. Ilya did movie night with the twins complete with all the necessary snacks and favorite pillows and mandatory pillows required to turn the living room into a comfy cozy movie theater, and Shane dragged himself down the long road to the cabin and wrote a letter. 
 


Rozanov, 

I used to want to do ‘couple’ shit together. Nothing crazy just maybe going out to eat. Or to see a movie together. I would have settled for texting like normal people and real friends but we had only barely started doing that before everything went bad in Sochi and Vegas. 

Now you want to have movie nights and dinner dates and dance in the hallways and share lunch and it freaks me out. I know why we wouldn’t do that stuff before. But normal dating stuff NOW feels so weird. I don’t know. 

I miss you, though. And that fucking sucks. 



 
Saturday was game day. Ilya whistled and clapped and cheered from the stands right along with all the other parents. He hugged the girls and laughed out loud as Nadya dramatically re-enacted how she’d lunged across the crease to stop a puck. He talked with Janey’s Dad a minute and swooped Mariya up onto his shoulders when she complained about her legs hurting and when he looked over in Shane’s direction because he couldn’t help looking over in Shane’s direction at least once–
 
–Shane was already looking at him. 
 
“Daddy let’s go!” Mariya urged but Ilya stood stock still frozen in place when Shane’s gaze caught and held onto his. Shane’s eyes darted from Nadya holding onto Ilya’s hand up to Mariya tugging at his hair trying to get him to move, then back to Ilya’s face, a notch lower like he was looking at Ilya’s mouth, a notch lower to where Ilya’s necklace gleamed against his shirt like Shane was staring trying to find and read his heart. 
 
Ilya swallowed, hooked a protective arm up and around Mariya’s waist when she wobbled, then wet his lips and bit the inside of his cheek and nodded his head the smallest bit coaxing. The little bit prompting. 
 
I see you. Come here. I see you. Do you want me to come there? I see you, I see you, I see you. 
 
Shane looked away. Ilya blinked out of the focused in trance and smiled down at Nadya then tickled at Mariya’s side and left the ice rink promising to get them the usual after game ice cream. Yes, they could watch a movie but only after a shower because they were gross goblin children and only after FaceTiming Mama to tell her all about the game, yes he would do the singalongs if they let him have the high part, of course. 
 
Shane left the rink alone, drove out to the cabin alone, sat alone at his kitchen table and crossed out every single line of his previous letter. He thought about how Ilya’s eyes had softened looking at him, how the smile on his face had gone tiny and tentative and hopeful, how the little nod he gave Shane felt as loud as if Ilya were shouting for him to come on, talk to me, come on, I’m right here. 
 
Shane thought about all of it, then put the pen to the paper so hard that the ink bled through and stained the other side. 
 


Rozanov, 

Have you given up on me yet? 

I think I’ve almost given up on me. 



 
****
 
Late January was snowy. The temperature was still no where near warm, but snow meant it was at least above freezing and that was warm enough to lighten everyone’s moods.
 
Montbonne was back to looking like a wonderland with tree branches laden with fluffy crystals and yards covered in powdery drifts. The fresh snow packed down solid on the roads covering the gray slush and providing traction over the slick ice, yards that had been stripped bare of holiday decorations were immediately more cheerful once snowmen of all shapes and sizes started popping up all through the neighborhoods.
 
The sledding hill behind the ice rink was suddenly the best place to be and one day Shane messaged the Mighty Loons group chat and told the parents to bring the girls in their snow gear, because he’d bought a bunch of new sleds and they were going to tear that sledding hill up. 
 
The days were prettier, the sun out longer, but the nights were still dark and cold and lonely, and every night Shane sat at the table and stared down at the sentences in every single one of his letters he couldn’t seem to cross out. 
 


I feel like you replaced me.

I want to trust you but I’m scared you’ll leave me behind

Knowing you planned Vegas makes me insane. 

Do you need me at all? 

I don’t know where I fit in your life. 

I miss you. 



 
Late January was also the anniversary of the All Star Game, a year to the day since a too hard hit and too messy fall had fucked up Shane’s entire life. 
 
There wasn’t enough powdery snow and fun sledding days in the world to counter how sick seeing that date on the calendar made him. 
 
Shane’s knee hurt when he woke up, his fingers shook as he got dressed, he was cold no matter how high he turned the heat up for the drive into town and to the rink. His feet ached as he laced into his skates, his stick was too heavy so he held it with both hands and when he stepped onto the ice and told himself to move, he went nowhere for a painful, terrible few seconds. 
 
“Get it together, Hollander.” Shane was a little bit afraid if he skipped skating that day out of all days, that he would skip the next day and the next day and the next day because it was too hard. 
 
“Fucking get it together, Hollander, come on! Come on!” Shane was a lot afraid if he couldn’t make himself move when the memories were vivid and the bitterness choked him and the rushing in his ears sounded like the crowd screaming from he went down, maybe he’d just never move again. Maybe he’d just never skate again. Maybe he’d made it a year to the day when everything went wrong and that was as far as he’d ever make it in his healing and recovery and life. 
 
“Stop being a pussy and move.” Dr. Soule always said to give himself grace and time and kindness, but grace and time and kindness wasn’t going to get his ass around the rink so Shane held the stick tighter and forced his foot to push and glided away from the boards with a pressure in his lungs so intense that he didn’t know he needed to throw his head back and scream, or fall to his knees and sob. 
 
Didn’t matter. It didn’t fucking matter. Shane needed to get it together and get moving and get past the blue line, past the goal line, around the corner so he could turn his back on the spot on the ice where he and his entire goddamn life had come crashing down a whole year previous. 
 
“Keep going, keep going, keep going.” the corner felt dangerous, his left knee weak. Shane ignored the whimper of fear in his head and pushed through. The blue line loomed, the spot at the All-Star game where he’d fallen and Shane closed his eyes and slid right past. The next turned was easier, the next blue line doable, Shane made himself move, didn’t let himself falter, didn’t let himself wimp out and break down and hide from the crash and clamor and cruelty of the memories looming so large in his head and landing so heavy on his chest. 
 
“Don’t stop. Don’t stop. If you stop, you quit and you’re not a quitter. You never wanted to quit, you’re not a quitter.” Shane was not a quitter. He did not let himself stop.
 
One lap, two laps, three laps around the rink and the pressure at his lungs had started to ease so he could breathe in the cold air and that forever familiar ice rink smell.
 
Four laps, five laps, six and he was starting to pick up speed, no longer coasting but actively pushing past that ugly, scary spot that reminded him of the ugly scary spot in a high dollar, high tech rink in Toronto that cost him everything. 
 
Seven laps, eight laps, Shane was nine laps into the morning when he came out of a corner turn and realized someone was sitting in the bleachers watching him. 
 
Ilya. 
 
Shane hadn’t heard him come in, hadn’t heard the doors squeak open or the bleachers creak as Ilya walked up a few levels to sit in the middle, but he was there now, sprawled back with his knees wide and hood up, his hands in the hoodie pocket and a toothpick clenched between his teeth as he watched Shane skate, and the pressure in Shane’s lungs went tight and suffocating all over again, ratcheting up painful and anxious, was he gonna scream, was he gonna sob, he didn’t know. 
 
“What are you doing here?” He was too on edge to care if the question came out rude. Too stuck in his head remembering the fall and the injury from the previous year to bother tempering it. Too lost in a jolt of nostalgia remembering that first time way back before when he’d glanced up into the stands at the International Prospect Cup and saw Ilya Rozanov watching him play. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya rolled the toothpick to the other side of his mouth and sighed. “I only–” 
 
“No seriously, what are you doing here?” Snapped, that time. Bitten off and a little vicious because Shane hadn’t expected the deep timbre of Ilya’s voice muted soft and careful and early morning rumbly to affect him quite so much. The shiver down his spine pissed him off and messed his head up and came out his mouth almost a snarl, “Today is a really shitty day for me alright? Definitely not the day for you to show up and–” 
 
“I know what today is.” Ilya interrupted, and Shane hesitated, “What? You– you do?” 
 
“I saw the game.” Ilya didn’t move from his sprawled out posture, didn’t sit up or lean forward or encroach anymore on Shane’s space than he already had just by being there. “I watched it. I should have texted back then, but I didn’t and I am sorry. But I am here now so you are not alone. Because yes. Today is really shitty day.” 
 
"Before." Ilya inclined his head towards the rink, meaning at some point before everything had imploded, before their Monday dates, before their dance but after the disastrous first attempt at a not date. "Before, you said that even with everything messy?"
 
He motioned between the two of them, “We have the most in common from everyone in town. You are right. No one understands today for you like I do. So you do not have to talk to me, you can tell me to go if you want. But otherwise, I am here so you do not have to be alone.” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane exhaled wide eyed and uncertain. Ilya waited, chewing at the toothpick nervously until Shane finally nodded. “Okay. Fine.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya repeated quietly and settled in to sit and watch so Shane didn’t have to face the shitty, memory laden, painful day alone. 
 
Shane skated for an hour. Ilya sat there watching for an hour, tracking Shane up and down the ice, blue line to blue line, towards the goal and around the corners, in and out of the circles of light from the high above emergency lights, in and out of the shadows where the light didn’t quite reach the edges of the rink.  
 
Ilya watched Shane skate and for the first time in weeks, let himself think about how much he missed him. 
 
Life was quiet without Shane. Life had been quiet before Shane, nothing beyond the twins’s familiar chaos and the occasionally seasonally scheduled busy times at the bakery to disrupt Ilya’s comfortably bland day to day, but with Shane and then abruptly without Shane had made Ilya excruciatingly aware of all the empty places in his life. 
 
His phone was quiet, the days monotonous, there were no dates to look forward to or phone calls to plan or kisses to steal and capture and dream about. Ilya had made his peace with a mostly dateless life when he took on full custody of the twins in their tiny little town, he’d found fulfillment in raising the girls and throwing himself into the bakery and every once in a while in the city with Sveta he’d taken a pretty person up on the offer for a night together, but he hadn’t done that in years and he'd never really missed it.  
 
There’d be time to date when the girls were grown, Ilya always told himself and Sveta when she half jokingly, half worryingly pointed out that it had been ages since he’d been on anything resembling a date.
 
There’d be time for that sort of thing once the girls were grown, time for romance and sex and spending enough time with someone to consider bringing them into his life, Ilya hadn’t missed it or spent too much time worrying about it, most days he hadn’t even cared. 
 
Then Shane. It had only been a few months and Ilya was asking Shane home for the holidays, he was thinking about next years Russia trip and wondering how it would work–if it would work– if he and Shane were together and out, he’d practiced what he’d say to the girls to explain why Coach was moving into their house, he’d thought about how to ask Shane for more and for everything, he’d apologized a dozen times in person and a hundred more times in his head for Vegas and the hurt and everything he’d done to dim the sparkle in Shane’s gorgeous eyes, he wanted to stretch out on top of Shane and kiss every single freckle on his face…
 
…Ilya was rushing. He knew he was. He knew he’d been rushing things before Christmas and now he was agonizingly unable to ignore just how much he’d been rushing but it didn’t matter. He couldn’t help wishing. He couldn’t help hoping. 
 
Marrying Svetlana had been responsibility. Yes, easy because she was his best friend and he loved her, easy because she was having his kids and why not marry her and be a family, there were worse things to do, right?
 
But Shane made Ilya feel as if his heart had been on hold for ten goddamn years and he immediately, always wanted more.
 
It killed him that Shane didn’t want more. Ilya knew most of the trouble, maybe all of the trouble was his fault, but he didn’t know where to start to fix it. Every time he pushed it backfired worse and worse until it collapsed.  Jesus Christ, if Shane would just talk to him then Ilya would do it all. Anything. Everything. He would be so happy to simply–
 
“I’m done now.” Shane broke into Ilya’s thoughts when he came back to the boards. “I’m done. You can go.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya stood up and stretched, shaking the stiffness from his arms and legs as he climbed down the bleachers and jumped the last step to the floor. “Bye, Shane.” 
 
“Yeah. Um. Bye."
 
Shane stood at the boards watching Ilya walk away with his heart racing, his vision pin-pointing, the beginning of a panic attack crowding dark at his temples and behind his eyes as Ilya got further away and the cold empty awful of the rink and the day and the memories came rushing back clinging at his skin and choking at his throat. 
 
“Y-you know what the worst thing is?!” Shane blurted it. Practically yelled it. Got the words out loud and desperate before the darkness and choking shut him up and trapped him silent and he couldn’t manage the cry for help, the plea for Ilya to stay. 
 
Ilya stopped in his tracks the second Shane called out after him, took a breath and braced himself, then went back to the bleachers, sitting on the very bottom one so he was looking up at Shane from only a foot or two away from the boards instead of watching from a specifically careful distance apart. 
 
“What is worst thing?” he asked quietly and Shane swallowed thickly, “It was an All Star Game.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya knew. He understood everything about the implication of Shane getting a career ending injury at an All Star Game. “It sucks.” 
 
“I wasn’t even playing very hard.” Shane whispered, strained and miserable and tinged with disbelief. “We were having fun. Some rookie threatened to break my speed record, told me I hadn’t set a new one in three years so maybe I couldn’t keep up with my younger self and I just–” 
 
He laughed. It was brittle and crackly and broken. “I just took off. Fucking zooming. I was going so fast and I had the puck but I wasn’t even trying to make the shot. I was flying down the ice and the wind was real loud in my ears so I couldn’t hear the crowd—” 
 
His smile was wobbly. “Do you remember how good that used to feel? To take off down the ice and know no one could catch you? It felt like flying. You remember?” 
 
“I remember.” Ilya said quietly. He remembered being the fastest on the ice until Shane Hollander #24 came off the bench. He remembered racing one another from goal to goal. He remembered checking Shane to steal the puck and then getting checked to get the puck back and he remembered tumbling into bed tearing at clothes and laughing as they traded jabs and chirps and teased one another about the nights performance and wrestled through the pillows and blankets as if it was every going to end any other way than Ilya buried inside Shane and Shane bruising him holding him tight begging, Rozanov, Rozanov, please because that’s how it went every single time. 
 
Ilya remembered. 
 
“Next thing I know, I’m hit.” Shane looked off into the distance, at the far end of the rink, his throat moving over a hard swallow. “I went down. And it–” 
 
He bent at the waist, bracing his stick at his knees and dragging in a harsh breath. “Fuck. It was an accident. A miscalculation. I was moving fast and the other guy saw a chance to intercept and we got tangled up. He took the goalie out and I slammed right into the goal posts and it–” 
 
Ilya dropped his head to hide a wince when Shane’s voice cracked with grief and remembered pain. “The other guy was fine. The goalie was fine. But I wasn’t. I wasn’t.” 
 
“The worst part it, it was a fucking accident at a game that didn’t mean anything.” Shane’s voice shook, his eyes clouded over with tears. “And now I’ll never play like that again. I wasn’t even trying, I was just showing off. Having fun. I lost everything cos for fucking once instead of locking in and playing the game the right way, I goofed off and got flashy and careless and now– now– fuck.” 
 
He wiped at his eyes angrily. Embarrassed. “People say shit like I quit or I gave up or let the team and the fans down cos they don’t think I put in enough work in rehab to get back to playing–” 
 
“Who says that?” Ilya cut in incredulously. “Who says that about you?” 
 
“You didn’t see all the online stuff?” Devastated. “Because I did.” he nodded jerkily. “I barely even posted on my own social media, but I didn’t have anything to do in the hospital except scroll through my fucking phone so I saw it all. Everything on Twitter about how I should have locked in and worked harder, how I was taking the easy road out because I’d been playing long enough to make all my money so I didn’t care about abandoning the team on the way to another Cup. They said I should have walked it off but you know, I couldn’t fucking walk. So whatever, right? What the fuck ever– what the fuck— fuck!” 
 
Shane staggered then, bent double at the waist hyperventilating and almost fell, barely made it to his knees on the ice when his legs gave out and only just made it to sitting on his butt on the cold ice, scooting his way clumsily back to collapse against the boards. “Fuck. Ilya, are you there? I– I can’t–I can't--"
 
“Okay.” Ilya was up in an instant, yanking the door open and scooting out onto the ice, shuffling his feet so he didn’t slip as he made his way to Shane’s side and could sit next to him. “Is okay, I am here.” 
 
He pried Shane’s stick from his white knuckled grip and set it next to them, then gently pushed Shane’s legs up to bend his knees, held onto Shane’s wrist and coaxed him forward over his raised knees, spread his hand solid and wide at Shane’s scalp to urge his head forward and down. 
 
“Is okay.” Ilya sat on the ice pressed right up against Shane from feet to shoulders, grounding him with a solid line of heat at his side and sinking his fingers into Shane’s hair to keep his head down, to keep him breathing his way out of the panic attack. “Vyso khorosho, Shanychka. You are not alone this time, I am here.” 
 
Ilya didn’t move until Shane’s breathing evened back out and the tremors wracking at his frame started to ease. Ilya didn’t move away, but he let go of Shane’s hair and looped his arms around his own knees instead, stayed tucked in close and stable at Shane’s side until Shane lifted his head and thunked it back quietly on the boards. 
 
“Shit.” he swallowed hard, throat clicking dry and tongue thick against his teeth. “Shit. Um– Sorry, I--"
 
"No." Ilya shook his head. "Not sorry."
 
"Right. Okay. Um-- Ilya--"
 
"I'm here."
 
"Okay. Will you just--"
 
"Yes."
 
Ilya stayed. Shane closed his eyes and counted his breathing, leaned into the warmth of Ilya at his side and sat there until his butt went numb and the rush in his ears quit sounding like the roar of the crowds screaming as he fell, and started sounding like Ilya breathing steady and slow next to him.
 
Then.
 
“Here.” Ilya pulled a key out of his pocket, a heavy golden one linked onto the keychain Shane had given him for Christmas. “Take this.” 
 
“What is it?” Shane croaked. “Where does this go?” 
 
“Is key for bakery.” Ilya set the key in Shane’s unresponsive hand and folded his fingers over it. “The back door. If you want to be somewhere that does not remind you of this shitty day. I will not be there, but you can be if you want. You know where I keep ginger ale, there is sandwich things prepped in the big fridge and the key for apartment is in my office, top desk drawer if you want.”
 
“S-seriously?” Shane hiccuped, and Ilya nodded slowly, “Da, konechno. Only lock up when you are done.” 
 
“Holy shit.” The ridges of the heavy key were comfortably uncomfortable, digging into Shane’s palm and dragging his mind back from the edge of panicking, so he held it tighter, staring at the glint of the gifted key chain and the tiny red heart at the end of the dorky little phrase. 
 
Turns Out I Like You More Than Originally Planned. 
 
“You know.” he said very quietly. “It’s easier to deal with you when you’re an asshole. This level of niceness if hard to handle.” 
 
“Hmm.” Ilya rested his head against the boards and lolled it sideways to look at Shane, a little smile curving around his lips and his voice gone very soft, “Sorry.” 
 
“No, you’re not.” Shane whispered and Ilya brushed his fingers featherlight through Shane’s hair, across the freckles under his eyes and down his cheek, then whispered back, “No, I am not.” 
 
Ilya left. Shane held onto the key for the rest of the day, but never went to the bakery. 
 


Ilya, 

I don’t even have to ask you to show up and be safe for me. You were there for me today like you’ve been there for me ALOT but you weren’t there for me after Vegas which meant I couldn’t be there for YOU after Vegas and I hate that. I know the situation was different and alot was out of your control and we were both too young to handle it the right way but that still sucks. 

Vegas sucks because you weren’t there for me and I couldn’t be there for you. Did you want me there? Would it have helped to talk to me? 

Did you miss me? I know you missed me. 

I want to trust you again. I want to trust you again. 



 
After he finished the nightly letter, Shane opened the Lily-Jane text chain and sent a message for the first time in weeks. 
 
From Jane: I didn’t go to the bakery. But thank you. 
 
From Lily: Yes. 
 
From Jane: I’ll bring the key to next practice unless you need it earlier. 
 
From Lily: Keep it  
 
From Lily: Okay. See you at practice.
 
Shane hesitated, thumbs hovering over the open dialog box feeling like he needed to say something else. Even after everything, Ilya had shown up to give him a safe space to break down and the meager texts were a stark reminder of just how much Shane missed him. 
 
He didn’t know what else to say, but he stayed hovering over the screen with his thumbs poised trying to figure out what to type. 
 
From Jane: I miss
 
*knock knock knock* 
 
Someone knocked at the door and Shane’s heart– traitorous, hopeful, stupid thing it was– stuttered in his chest wondering if it was Ilya, if it was a repeat of the night at the hotel when Ilya had gone to find him and Shane had been flustered and frustrated for all of three seconds before he gave in and fell in and Ilya caught him. 
 
But. 
 
“Um.” Shane checked the Ring app on his phone, checked through the peephole just to make sure, then opened the door and asked, “Dad? What are you doing here?” 
 
“Hey kiddo.” David Hollander looked exhausted after a flight and a long drive in the dark through unfamiliar territory, but his smile for Shane was warm and relieved. “Now look, I know you said not to come up here and I swear I listened for a while, but part of being a Dad is knowing when your kid needs you no matter what they say, so–” 
 
He held up his hand when Shane tried to interrupt, “No no, listen. Today’s the one year mark of you getting hurt and I didn’t want you to be by yourself, alright? I knew you wouldn’t ask for company, and I’m sorry for intruding but I couldn’t just leave you up here alone on such a tough day so–ooph!” 
 
David staggered back a little when Shane took two big steps out the door and threw himself in for a hug, staggered and almost collapsed when Shane wrapped his arms bruisingly tight around his shoulders and choked out something that might have been, “I’m so glad you’re here.” but was lost in translation, garbled into the material of David’s chunky sweater. 
 
“Okay okay.” David set his bag down and got both his arms around Shane in return, clutching him close and rubbing at his back and rocking back and forth as best he could with Shane crumpled against him. “Alright kiddo, it’s gonna be okay. I promise it’s gonna be okay. I got you.” 
 
I got you. 
 
*****
 


Ilya, 

My dad is my best friend. You said your Dad didn’t even like you until the very end when he didn’t remember you. Maybe one day you could meet my Dad. You’d love him and I think he’d think you were really funny and maybe– maybe we could do stuff together. The three of us. Fishing, maybe. Is that dumb? 

I think maybe I started thinking about you being part of my family before I realized it. I guess you asking me home for Christmas isn’t as scary as it seemed when I’m thinking about you hanging out with me and my Dad?

 Did I over react to that?



 


Shit. 



 
David stayed a whole week. He’d originally planned to stay a couple nights at the most so he didn’t interrupt Shane’s day to day routine or encroach too far on his ultra private son’s home life, but by the time Shane got himself under control enough to end that first emotional hug and invite him into the cabin, David had already made up his mind to stay the whole week. 
 
Clearly his kiddo needed him, Yuna made him promise to call nightly and text with any important things, and David unpacked his bag right into the sparsely furnished spare bedroom then clapped his hands together and announced, “Alright, well first things first. I’m starving and I’m in the mood for pancakes. You want some pancakes?” 
 
David made the best pancakes. They’d been a Sunday morning staple growing up, when Shane started traveling for hockey,pancakes had been his welcome home meal after being on the road and once he’d gone pro, pancakes were an anytime meal as soon as he walked in the door from wherever he’d been playing.
 
It was comfort food and familiar food and safe food. Shane had never balked over pancakes, he’d actually been upset when David had offered to switch up the recipe to adapt something more Shane-diet-specific. Shane had wanted one thing that didn’t change, one thing he could count on, one thing he never felt guilty about eating and David had been happy to accommodate. 
 
Standing there in the cabin that wasn’t anything close to home, with his Dad unexpectedly there for support when Shane hadn’t brave enough to call and ask for help, Shane folded his arms tight over his chest and nodded nodded nodded, “Y-yeah Dad. I could eat some pancakes.” 
 
“Come on then.” David went right to the kitchen and made himself at home, rustling through the drawers to find ingredients and a mixing bowl, then pointing a whisk at the nearest chair and ordering, “Sit down and tell me all about your Might Ducks.” 
 
“Mighty Loons.” Shane gave him a watery smile. “Loons. Not Ducks.” 
 
“Right right right.” David pulled the eggs out of the fridge and hip checked the door closed. “Tell me about your Loons.” 
 
“What do you want to know?” 
 
“Everything.” He decided. “We’ve got time, so why don’t you go ahead and tell me everything.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane sat in the closest chair, hugging one leg to his chest and propping his chin on his knee. “Okay. So first up is Bailey. She lost so many teeth before the season started, she talked with a lisp the whole time. Her Dad calls her a gap toothed baby which sounds mean, but I’ve met the guy, he’s really nice.” 
 
“You probably don’t remember this, but when you were about seven, you tripped and took a header into the boards.” David added a splash of vanilla to the bowl and kept mixing. “Lost every loose tooth in your mouth. You were basically toothless. I bought you those joke teeth, the ones that look like bucky beaver teeth and stick out everywhere? I thought it was hilarious. Your Mom did not."
 
“I…don’t remember that.” Shane realized and David chuckled, “Yeah well, you hit your head pretty hard. Probably knocked that memory clean out. That’s alright. Tell me more about your Loons.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane settled more comfortably into the chair, tugging the sleeves of Ilya’s his shirt down over his hands. “Okay, so next up is Madison…” 
 
By the time Monday practice rolled around, David knew every name of every girl on the Mighty Loons, the number on their jersey and what position they played and he was pleased as punch to ride along with Shane to the rink and meet everyone. 
 
“Loons!” Shane checked his watch then checked the doors when he realized Nadya and Mariya weren’t at practice. They were never late, not even once. Ilya didn’t come by early anymore, but the girls were never late and he wondered if he should text and check in…
 
No. Shane shook his head and called for the girls again, clapping his hands until they skated over to meet him at the boards. “See that guy right there?” he pointed into the stands at David. “That’s my Dad. Can you give him a big loud Mighty Loons greeting?” 
 
David laughed until his sides hurt when eleven little players promptly dropped their sticks and flapped their arms like wings, hooting and hollering and quacking at him as loud as they could until Shane blew the whistle twice and decided the greeting was good enough. 
 
“Do they always do that?” David chuckled at the pretty woman sitting next to him and she laughed, “As often as they have an excuse to, yes. It’s so much fun, Coach has brought so much joy to this team.” 
 
Another one of the parents leaned over to ask, “You know, Coach never really talks about his folks. Where are you visiting from?” 
 
“Me and the missus are living outside of Montreal these days, but I came over to spend a week with the kiddo.” David explained proudly. “Wanted to see what he’s been up to over here.” 
 
“Oh, we just love him.” 
 
“The girls are having the most fun!” 
 
“He did a whole Christmas party for them, did he tell you?” 
 
“You know,” David did a quick count of the girls following Shane around the ice in a simple drill. “I thought there were thirteen girls on the team?” 
 
“The twins are late.” Matilde clicked her tongue. “That’s odd, they’re always here right on time. I hope nothing happened to–” 
 
“Sorry Coach!” the double doors in the lobby burst open just then as Mariya and Nadya came sprinting through, Mariya shouting towards the ice trying to catch Shane's attention. “Sorry! Sorry! We’re here! It was an emergency!” 
 
Ilya hurried in after them, snapping his fingers and pointing them to the nearest bench so he could rush and help Mariya lace her skates up tight while Nadya started on her own, and Shane skated over to check in, “Hey guys. Everything okay?” 
 
“Everything is okay.” Ilya confirmed as he tied Mariya’s skates and patted her on the leg, “Up and on ice, Masha. Say hi to Coach.” 
 
“Was an emergency.” Mariya panted dramatically as she hopped to her feet and headed for the ice. “Hex needed surgery. Hi to Coach!” 
 
“Hi to Mayday. Wait, Hex needed surgery?” Shane repeated bewildered, and automatically held out his hand to help Nadya onto the ice the same way he always did. “What’s a Hex?” 
 
“H-Hex is m-my hedgeh-hog.” Nadya took his hand and smiled up at him. “Hi to Coach.” 
 
“Hi to Nadya.” Shane tapped her on the helmet and sent her out towards the blue line to join the other girls, then turned back to Ilya, pausing and swallowing hard when Ilya stood all the way closer to the boards than Shane had realized, the girls skate bags tucked under his arm and his gaze squarely on Shane. 
 
They hadn’t seen one another since the anniversary morning, hadn’t talked since Shane had texted to thank him for the key to the bakery, and suddenly standing close enough for Shane to see the rough fibers in his soft gray shirt and to smell his familiar cologne was a little too much after weeks of purposeful distance. 
 
“Hey.” Shane wanted to lean over the boards and kiss him. Wanted to climb over the boards and hold him. Fuck. He was too vulnerable after the emotional wreck of his anniversary, too soft after spending the weekend with his Dad and being able to exist without stressing for a few days to deal with Ilya watching him so close with his blue eyes gone so soft. 
 
I miss you. I miss you. I miss you.
 
“Hey.” he tried again, hooking his fingers into the whistle cord at his neck instead of hooking his fingers into Ilya’s necklace and leaning in to bury his face in Ilya’s shoulder. “Who’s Hex? Nadya got a hedgehog?” 
 
“Is a stuffie.” Ilya wondered if Shane knew he was staring at his necklace. He adjusted it against his neck and watched a flush of pink fill in to Shane’s cheeks. Beautiful. “We did outdoor photoshoot and Hex snagged on tree branch. I had to sew him together again before we could come to practice.” 
 
“Outdoor photoshoot.” Shane dragged his eyes from Ilya’s necklace up to his mouth. “For a stuffed hedgehog?” 
 
“Being Dad means doing things I never thought of, yes.” Ilya ran his tongue over his bottom lip and watched the flush in Shane’s cheek shade darker. “Outdoor photoshoot in snow to welcome new stuffie to family is not even the weirdest thing I did this week.” 
 
“Surgery was necessary before practice?” Shane finally met Ilya’s eyes and couldn’t help smiling, slow and small and helpless because it had been weeks since they’d spent any real time together and he missed him. He knew they needed to talk, he still needed to figure out his own shit but Jesus Christ, he couldn’t be anywhere close to Ilya without wanting to fall right into him. 
 
And that was the problem, wasn't it? That was the whole fucking thing. Ilya shut his brain off, turned it all so easily quiet that Shane forgot what the hell the problem was so long as they were together.  He’d spent weeks trying to cope and process and work to be better after their New Years break up, but it sorta kinda maybe felt like none of it fucking mattered so long as Ilya was looking at him like it’d be perfectly fine for Shane to ask for a kiss. 
 
“Yes. Necessary.” Ilya’s voice went rough when Shane kept staring at him. “You try getting goblins out of the house when the hedgehog has an ouchie. Is impossible."
 
“Fuck me, you are so…” Shane inhaled sharp, then shook his head. “Okay. Um. I gotta–” 
 
He turned around and skated away, hurrying towards the girls still skating in mindlessly fun little circles on the ice. It had only been a minute or two of conversation, but Shane felt like it had been hours. Had everyone noticed him and Ilya standing there staring at each other and talking quietly for hours? Had it been so loudly obvious to everyone that Shane couldn’t stay away? Had his Dad–
 
Oh shit. His Dad. Shane risked a glance towards the bleachers, but David was chatting with Matilde and seemingly hadn’t noticed Ilya showing up at all, much less the way Ilya and he had… lingered. 
 
“Okay.” Shane gave a quick whistle. “Line it up girls, let’s get back to it.” 
 
Practice restarted in earnest once Mariya and Nadya joined the group. Ilya took his usual spot on the bleachers to keep an eye on the girls and always always watching Shane because his heart was still racing, palms still clammy, the moment by the boards had felt like maybe Shane was ready to start talking again and the hope of it had him shaking. 
 
…David had logged an entire lifetime of learning to react calmly and rationally to whatever situation his beautifully intense wife and specifically picky son brought to every day, so he didn’t outwardly react to Ilya Rozanov walking into the ice rink or the realization that the Vetrova twins Shane had talked so much about over the weekend were very obviously Ilya’s children. He didn’t so much as raise his eyebrows surprised when Shane and Rozanov shared what looked like a quietly intimate conversation by the boards or draw any attention to how obvious they mirrored each other or dwell for any amount of time on just how much Shane had been and still was keeping from him. 
 
David settled in to watch his boy coach, smiled because Shane looked happier on the ice rounding up the girls and herding them every which way than he’d looked in a very long time, and pulled out his phone to text his wife. 
 
From David: Ilya Rozanov is here in Montbonne. He has twin girls who play on Shane’s team. 
 
From Yuna: What? Didn’t he disappear back in like 2014? 
 
From David: The same summer Shane had such a hard time, yes.
 
From Yuna: What does that have to do with anything?
 
From Yuna: Wait. 
 
From Yuna: Do you think…? 
 
From Yuna: No. No, that’s crazy. Shane and Rozanov? They were rivals. Enemies. They hated each other, right? 
 
From David: I think perhaps rumours of the rivalry were greatly exaggerated. 
 
From Yuna: Wow. I don’t even know what to say. How do you think Shane feels about him? 
 
From David: I’m not sure. But Rozanov loves Shane, that’s for certain. 
 
From Yuna: For certain? How do you know?
 
From David: He looks at Shane the way I have looked at you every day since the day we met. 
 
From Yuna: Oh, my love.  
 
From Yuna: Oh, I hope our boy is being careful with his heart. 
 
*****
 
“So your Dad has been here for a week?” Dr. Soule asked at their rescheduled weekly appointment and Shane smiled, “Yeah. He’s heading back to Montreal Sunday morning. Thanks for rescheduling for me, I didn’t want to miss any time with him, but since he’s running into town for groceries I thought we could do a quick session?” 
 
“Definitely, I am always happy to accommodate that sort of thing.” She assured him smoothly. “And I’m so happy he came out to see you. How was the week been?” 
 
“Really good.” Shane answered honestly. “He’s been cooking for me all week, all my safe foods? And he bought a firepit for the back deck so we could sit out by the fire but uh– some of the boards were rotted and needed replaced, so we went and got supplies and worked on it together.” 
 
He looked down at the scrapes on his hands, the little bit of wood stain that hadn’t come off from around his nails yet despite scrubbing and smiled, flexing his fingers a few times. “He’s quiet. My Dad is. He showed up and doesn’t get in the way of anything and we sit together and read or sit out by the firepit and watch the stars. Don’t even have to talk. My Mom can’t sit still for more than twelve seconds, but it’s been nice with Dad to just… exist. I dunno. It’s been really good. Yeah.” 
 
“I’m so glad to hear that.” Dr. Soule said warmly. “I know this isn’t an easy time of year for you, and I’m thrilled you were able to have this reminder and reassurance that your support network is always willing to show up for you.” 
 
“Yeah. It’s um–” Shane huffed a self deprecating little laugh. “It’s humbling, I guess. To remember how much my parents support me? My Dad just showed up. Told me he tried to honor my wishes to be left alone, but he was my Dad and knew I needed him. And he was right. So.” 
 
“It’s easy to forget how many people love us when we are trapped in our head or mired down in an emotional spiral.” she nodded. “Being reminded of that unconditional acceptance can be overwhelming, of course.” 
 
She turned a page in her notebook and cleared her throat to change the subject. “I know we scheduled a shorter session today since your Dad will be back soon, so I will skip over several things we discussed last week so I can address this specifically.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane straightened up a little, nervous about the seriousness in her tone. “Uh, sure.” 
 
“Something that has come up in our sessions has been the repeated statement that your life stopped while your partner’s life moved on.” She stated, and Shane nodded slowly. “You relate it to being stuck in Vegas, to feeling unbalanced and temporary because you do not see how you fit into this life he created. But did your life really stop, Shane? Or are you using that hurt as a crutch and a way to justify your fear about moving on?” 
 
“...what?” Shane’s jaw dropped right open. “What?!” 
 
“Did your life stop after Vegas?” She pressed and Shane sputtered, “Yes!” 
 
“Did it?!” 
 
“YES!” 
 
“Okay, so you didn’t go on to win three Cups as Captain of your team?” Dr. Soule challenged. “You didn’t break records, fill a trophy room at your house and sign on to historically well paid brand sponsorships over the last ten years?” 
 
“Well, I mean.” Shane scratched at his head irritably. Aggressively. “Yeah, but–” 
 
“So if your life stopped after Vegas, then none of those things count.” she decided. “Your life was empty after he left you, so none of those accomplishments matter. They were useless and pointless and only time fillers until you got him back and could revisit Vegas.” 
 
“I didn’t–” Fuck, he did not like hearing her say that. “I never said any of that.” 
 
“Plenty of adults make it well into their thirties and even older without having a significant romantic relationship.” Dr. Soule continued nonplussed. “But your lack of relationships for the last ten years is clearly some sort of deficit, yes?” 
 
“What? No, I didn’t–” 
 
“The friendships you made, the family memories you made, you told me you are godfather to Hayden’s youngest, but that doesn’t count because it’s not a romantic relationship.” 
 
“Hey, whoa. No. Arthur is my little buddy, why the hell are you saying–” 
 
“I'm trying to prove that your life didn’t stop after Vegas, Shane.” she told him firmly. “You just never dealt with your heartbreak."
 
"I--" Shane slumped back in his seat. "Oh. No that's-- wait. What?"
 
"You never dealt with your heartbreak." she repeated. "And now that the heartbreak has come back around front and center, you are latching onto that feeling of abandonment and spreading it over ten years so you can wield this idea that you were so devastated by the break up, your life lost all meaning and momentum. But that’s not necessarily true, is it? Your life moved on in complex and impressive ways, didn’t it?” 
 
“I– I– shit.” Shane shook his head. “Shit. Dr. Soule, I don’t–” 
 
“You are angry with your significant other for moving on in his life after Vegas.” she pointed out gently. “But you moved on too, didn’t you? Why are you angry at him for living, when you kept living too?” 
 
“His life– he–” he wet his lips, clenching his fists. “His life moved on really fast in ways that I couldn’t have fit into. Kids and– and stuff.” 
 
“And where would he have fit into your life while you were winning multiple Cups and awards and traveling all over the country and sometimes all over the world?” 
 
“I–  I um–” he cast about for something else to say that didn’t sound like he was whining, because very suddenly Shane felt like he’d been whining. “I texted him for ten years and he never texted back. Even after he was divorced and living within driving distance. He said he was too scared to reach out, that he wouldn’t want to catch up for old times sake and then never see each other again. He told me he wasn’t a good enough person to be happy for me if I’d gotten married and moved on, so he stayed away so he didn’t have to find out.” 
 
“Mmhm.” Dr. Soule nodded. “And how did you react to that?” 
 
“I called him a pussy.” he mumbled and she chuckled at him, “That’s fair. But listen to what you’re saying, Shane. He was a pussy about it. By his own admission, scared to reach out. He was cowardly. But not malicious, correct? Do you believe him when he says he was scared, or do you think he was purposefully trying to hurt you by staying silent?” 
 
“I don’t think he was purposefully trying to hurt me.” Shane admitted quietly. “No.” 
 
 “Okay. I think that’s an important realization for you.” Dr. Soule nodded. “Just because he broke your heart, doesn’t mean that every decision he made afterwards was some personal vendetta against you, just like you taking space right now is not some personal vendetta against him. Survival can be an isolating, painful, messy process and sometimes other people get hurt in the process. All we can do in the aftermath is offer ourselves and others the grace and kindness and time to recover, apologize deeply and from the heart when needed, and keep moving forward.”
 
Shane’s brow furrowed in thought, the corners of his mouth pulling down into a deep frown. “You think– you think I’m punishing him for moving on? Or do you think I’m– you think–” 
 
“Shane.” she said quietly. “I think this is a complicated situation with a hundred different layers and there is no right or wrong answer. But it’s very important that you shake yourself free of this mindset that you are still 2014 Shane Hollander and can’t ever forgive him for being a grown up version of himself. That's why I was so blunt with you just now, and that is why I had you write those letters, to get yourself out of Vegas mentally so you can approach the rest of your healing with the strength and life experience the last ten years has brought you. What you need to ask yourself is this–” 
 
She folded her hands on the table and met his gaze through the computer screen. “Does this Shane Hollander want this version of him? Or is this up and down, back and forth upheaval of emotions proof that you only want the old him back to heal a piece of the old you, and once that is done, you’ll be done as well?” 
 
“...I don't know.” 
 
"I think that's a very important question to answer before you go any further, don't you?"
 
"Oh holy shit."
 
*****
 


Ilya, 

I shouldn’t punish you for moving on with your life. I didn’t sit still and rot, I won three cups and broke a bunch of records and had an insane career. You buried your dad and married your best friend and had kids. Life happens. I guess I can’t be mad about that. I shouldn't be mad about that. I am WORKING at not being mad about that. 

You’re so amazing as a dad. It’s a version of you I never would have known if you stayed and a version of you I’d miss if you disappeared again. 

Please don’t disappear. I barely got over missing the old you, don’t make me figure out how to miss this version of you too.  

Do you miss me? The old me? Or is me with a fucked up leg and weekly therapy and a pissy attitude worth something to you too?



 
****
 


Ilya, 

If I left Montbonne with my Dad tomorrow morning, would you chase me down and ask me to come back? 



 
January saw itself out with a full moon and a crystal clear, starry night. 
 
David grabbed a couple beers while Shane grabbed some blankets and they went outside to sit around the newly installed firepit, content to rest in the silence as the fire crackled and the smoke drifted, and the snowy forest settled into late night stillness around them. 
 
David waited until Shane passed over a fresh beer, then leaned forward to add a log to the fire and said very very casually, “The girls sure are cute.” 
 
“God, they really are.” Shane huddled further into the blanket with the cold beer bottle clutched to his chest, a smile curving at his lips as he watched the fire. “They’re so different though, did you notice? Some people raise twins to be carbon copies and I dunno, I guess some twins really like that sort of thing, but Mariya and Nadya are so different I forget they’re identical sometimes. It’s like once you know them as people, the physical similarities don’t even matter. I can tell them apart with a single look.” 
 
“Hm.” David smiled a little. “They must look like their Mama?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane chuckled. “Svetlana’s gorgeous and the girls look just like her, but only Nadya’s got a dimple. Mayday doesn’t. Other than that, it’s like she copy pasted her looks right onto them and then downloaded Ilya’s personality. Mayday is obviously just like Ilya but Nadya is too. It’s not as obvious cos she’s so quiet but sometimes she–” 
 
Shane stopped, the words sticking sideways in his throat when he realized what he was saying. What he was rambling about. When he realized his Dad hadn’t specified which girls. Shane had just started talking about the twins automatically, about Svetlana and about Ilya, oh fuck. 
 
“Um.” he swallowed hard, licking his lips trying to get ahead of a jolt of panic. “Um Dad–” 
 
“So.” David kept his eyes on the fire, his posture relaxed, expression calm. “Is he good to you?” 
 
Shane turned to look at him, mouth drawn tight and eyes widely wet, but his Dad just took a drink of his beer and kept watching the fire until the quiet knowing of the moment settled onto Shane’s skin and right into his heart as acceptance. 
 
“He– he wants to be.” Shane wiped at his eyes and nodded a few times. “He’s trying to be.” 
 
“What’s the hold up then?” David kept watching the fire. “Anything real scary or just normal falling in love scary stuff?” 
 
“It’s.” He hesitated. “Complicated.” 
 
“Okay.” David nodded slowly. “Why’s that?” 
 
“There’s alot of history.” Shane didn’t want to elaborate. He felt like maybe his Dad had put two and two and Ilya–2014–twin girls together and figured out most of it anyway. “And now it’s– it seems um–” 
 
He rubbed at his eyes. “It’s complicated for a lot of reasons. But then sometimes it feels so easy, it can’t be true.” 
 
Shane picked at the beer bottle wrapped. “You know like, if something is too good to be true, it probably means it’s a scam? If it’s too easy, maybe we’re doing it wrong?” 
 
“Sometimes.” David conceded thoughtfully. “But other times, the simplest and easiest explanation is the right explanation. You and your Mom, you overcomplicate things cos you can’t get outta your head and that’s tough, I know that’s tough, kiddo. But just cos something’s easy, doesn’t mean it’s false or fake or some kind of scam. And good golly, as hard as things have been for you lately, isn't easy a relief?"
 
“It’s only easy sometimes.” Shane emphasized. “Other times it’s so difficult I want to punch something.” 
 
“Sounds like marriage.” David smiled and Shane sent him a sidelong glance, “Does Mom know you think marriage to her is so difficult you want to punch something?” 
 
“Your Mom knows I would climb a mountain every day to get to her because every step of that climb is worth the reward of seeing her smile.” He countered, and Shane wrinkled his nose, “Gross Dad.” 
 
“Not gross.” he corrected mildly. “Marriage. The easiest thing I’ve ever done, easy to the point where some days I wake up and worry it’s some sort of dream. Other times it’s so hard, the only thing that gets me through is knowing your Mom is right there with me.” 
 
“So whether it sucks or is great, you want Mom there.” 
 
“Yup.” 
 
“It’s that easy for you?” 
 
“With her?” he nodded. “Yup.” 
 
“Huh.” Shane went quiet again, and after a long minute, David shifted in his seat and sighed, “Look Shane, I don’t know all the details of your story with Rozanov, alright? I’m sure it’s complicated. He’s got kids and that’s probably the least complicated part of all of it and I know you’ve been struggling with it. But at the end of the day, it sounds like a pretty straightforward story. Two kids fell in love a long time ago, life got in the way and everything got messy, but after a real long road and a lot of heartache, they got a second chance to try again.” 
 
“That sounds simple.” Shane whispered. “And easy. But I’ve got a whole notebook’s worth of what if questions I can’t stop thinking about it. Every time I see him, it all crowds up in my head and I freak out and push him away and I’m trying, Dad. I’m trying to work on it, and work on myself, I’m doing the therapy and the homework, I am trying. But it– it–” 
 
He looked away out towards the looming forest, shaking his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
“All those 'what ifs' can make a man insane.” David agreed patiently. “And some of those you have to work out yourself, but I’d be willing to bet most of those could be figured out alongside that boy. I’d be willing to bet your Mr. Rozanov has alot of those same questions and if you two talked it out when those sorta things came up, you’d get those answers.” 
 
“My Mr. Rozanov.” Shane chuckled. Sniffed. “Do you think so?” 
 
“Yeah son, I sure do.” David set his empty bottle aside and settled cozier into his chair, the blanket pulled up around his shoulders. “I know you’re working hard to follow your therapists advice and work on yourself, but there’s something to be said for just sittin’ down and talking face to face with someone. Especially someone who looks at you the way Rozanov does.” 
 
“...how does he look like me?” 
 
“The way I look at your Mom.” David told him and Shane first, “Gross, Dad. That’s gross.” then with a tiny smile, “Really?” 
 
“Really.” 
 
“Okay. That’s– that’s something to think about, I guess.” 
 
They went quiet again, content to sit on the deck and watch the fire burn, listen to it crackle and track the smoke wafting up towards the stars before the slow night breeze took it away. 
 
Finally, “I like this place for you, Shane.” David decided. “I know it’s not the city and your fancy apartment and all that fast paced hockey stuff, but you know, I think it suits you?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane agreed quietly. “I think it suits me too.” 
 
•••••
 


Ilya, 

After everything we went through, it seems too easy to talk it out and then kiss and make up and move on. It sounds like a fairy tale. Like some happily ever after disney story bullshit, right? It’s not real, right?

Is this real? 

What if we–

What if you–

What if–

I gotta talk to you or I’m gonna lose my fucking mind. 



 
Shane put his pen down, and picked up his phone. 
 
From Jane: If you have time anytime soon, can we meet for coffee or something? I got some things I want to say and it needs to be face to face. My dad is here until Sunday, so after that. 
 
From Jane: Not at the bakery. Maybe at Jacob’s place. 
 
From Lily: Yes I will make time. 
 
From Lily: I have appt Monday in the city, but will be home that night night. Breakfast Tuesday morning after I drop girls at school? 
 
From Jane: Okay. Thank you. 
 
Over in East End Montbonne, Ilya turned down the TV and sat up on the couch, chewing at his thumbnail and staring at the blinking three dots on the screen that meant Shane hadn’t closed the message yet. 
 
“Shit.” he exhaled anxiously. “Shit. Okay. Okay okay.” 
 
From Lily: Is okay to say I miss you?
 
From Jane: Yeah. 
 
Ilya’s breath caught all over again when another notification blinged in. 
 
From Jane: I miss you too. 
 
****
 
Chapter Notes:
 
Did y’all tear up when David showed up? I had to put the computer down and cry for a minute. Someone loving us enough to see past the resistance/shut down/ self isolating trauma response and show up to give us the hug we are too scared to ask for?? That’s the sort of unconditional acceptance that saves the world.
 
Ilya worrying that he'd rushed Shane to the point of coercion is just... ugh. My baby. Just. No. Sveta is right, he's projecting his trauma from Alexei and the guilt tripping/manipulation that kept him trapped in that toxic family and wondering if HE is just as bad. This is something he does bring up with Shane later on. 
 
Letter writing as therapy-- I am a big journaler, so this exercise is very personal to me. The freedom to write, cross out, scribble, re write a hundred different times is so healthy for Shane, it's like writing out his script for tough conversations over and over until all that's left is the things he honestly wants to say. 
 
Ilya at the rink for the anniversary of the accident-- Shane and Ilya meeting at and on the ice as their relationship moves forward is one of my favorite parts of canon. It's so meaningful that the ice is the one place they are equals, and for this verse where the ice is both a past connection for their hearts and also a newly shared connection for the girls, when they found each other on the ice as kids and found each other again as adults-- idk, I just love it. 
 
Dr. Soule forcing Shane to confront the idea that his life was on hold while Ilya's wasn't is SO important. The line about how just because Ilya broke his heart, not everything he did post Vegas was some personal vendetta against Shane. It was just life. Ilya's moved on, Shane's moved on too. The oops pregnancy and resulting marriage to Svetlana was never part of Ilya's plan, Montbonne and Coaching was never part of Shane's plan, but life changed. They adapted and kept moving. 
 
Romantically, they never let completely go of each other and now that life has brought them back together, they have a chance to figure out how to honest and permanent like they never had before. 
 
"It's time to get yourself out of Vegas". Survival can be messy, healing looks different for everyone, we should offer ourselves and others grace and kindness and time as we all move forward. That is the most important lesson. 
 
SPECIAL MENTION: Shane realizing that maybe Ilya (his Dom) found quiet and safety in him, that maybe the spacey floaty hazy thing (subspace) was just as important for Ilya (it was) as it is for him?? This will be a Very Big, Very Good thing later on. 
 
I love that David’s first question is “is he good to you”. There is a million complicated things about Hollanov, but for David it's as simple as "is he good to you" and "do you want to be with him". All he cares about is whether or not Shane is okay. 
 
I also really love the different between Dr. Soule and David's approach. The therapist (rightfully so) is pushing Shane to heal past Vegas and reconcile the hurt in his younger self to better handle the more recent hurt. David with all the emotional wisdom of a man long married to a helluva woman, knows that sometimes healing and questions and the difficult parts are meant to be solved and answered alongside someone. It's a balance-- Shane needing to do the work on his own, but also he and Ilya needing to do the work TOGETHER so they can get on the same page. 
 
Coming Up! It’s not magically fixed by any stretch of the imagination, but every chapter from here on gets better. There will be plenty of difficult conversations, plenty of swoon worthy kisses cos sometimes it's best to speak *in tongues* (ba dum tss) and lots of upcoming fluffy romantic goodness as they get on the same page and start moving forward together. 
 
Stay tuned, and thanks for reading!
 
(Gentle Reminder: I'm so happy the fic is evoking strong emotions, but please keep it civil in the comments, not just towards the characters but also towards me) 







      

  












      Chapter 13: Yield (come here, come here, come here)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Note: I turned off guest comments—I have a blanket “as long as everyone’s cool about it” policy for guest comments but uhhhh yep. They’re off now. Sorry to all the sweet guest commenters I have, hopefully yall have an acct or find me on tumblr or threads so I don’t stop hearing from you!  

Content Warning for mild peril with Mayday and emotional Nadya and big ‘Parent w/Hurt Kiddo’ feelings but nothing is very wrong, everyone’s okay, don’t stress.








  
February
 
Toronto
 
From Lily: Alicia will bring girls to practice today. Dr. appt is in Toronto, so I will not be home until late, but I will not miss breakfast tomorrow. 
 
From Lily: 9:00 am Jacob’s place. I will be there. Promise.
 
From Lily: Sveta is meeting me at Dr. office. I should have told you that before, maybe. Sorry. 
 
From Jane: Glad she’s there with you. Doctor appointments suck. 
 
From Jane: See you tomorrow.
 
The succinctly polite response was more than Ilya had expected, but still less than he had hoped for. The confirmation of their planned breakfast meet up still being on track despite a lack of texts since the unexpected, all important, ‘I miss you too’ was comforting, while the lack of warmth, the absence of personality and negative amount of snark or teasing or anything Shane in the words was downright discouraging. 
 
Sure, anything was better than nothing, any reply was better than being stonewalled when he tried to reach out. But Ilya had been so spoiled on funny, frequent, flirty Shane texts and then so abruptly starved by the January silence, that now every time his phone chimed incoming from Jane, he never knew if his heart picked up racing racing racing out because he was excited to hear from Shane again… or if he was racing racing racing towards a panic attack over facing the inevitable moment when Shane decided to give up and call it all done. 
 
The switch up of it, the back and forth nausea of it had Ilya staring at his phone half desperate for Shane to keep talking to him, half wishing Shane hadn’t replied at all, because sure anything was better than nothing, but the uncertainty of everything was fucking with Ilya’s head. 
 
Damn it. 
 
The car slowed to a stop in front of an intimidatingly large medical complex and Ilya glanced out the window then down at his phone, gnawing on a thumbnail as he tried to figure out what to text back. If he should text back. If the three blinking dots on Shane’s side of the message chain meant Shane was thinking about texting again. 
 
Maybe he shouldn’t have mentioned Svetlana. Or, was it worse if he didn’t? Was his best friend coming along to this particular appointment anything that mattered? Would Shane see it as another example of his ex-wife staying enmeshed in his life to a weird degree? 
 
Ilya hadn’t even told Shane which appointment this was, no one except Svetlana knew which appointment this was, Ilya kept it a secret from the girls for stress reasons and from everyone else because this sort of thing was need-to-know only, and no one else needed to know. His last appointment had been before Shane had come to Montbonne, this one scheduled months in advance and confirmed a few weeks ago when he and Shane hadn’t been talking…
 
Fuck. He didn’t know, he didn’t know, he didn’t know, and with breakfast at Jacob’s place coming up Tuesday morning, Ilya didn’t want to risk messing it up, he didn’t want to do anything that would push Shane even further away, fuck.
 
“Hey buddy, this is your stop, right?” the driver angled the rearview mirror so he could see Ilya in the backseat, drumming impatient fingers on the steering wheel. “Right? Or do you need me to take you somewhere else?” 
 
“No. Is right address.” Ilya swiped over to the ride-share app to pay the driver, offering a strained smile and a quiet, “Sorry.” as he forced himself from of the polite Jane message induced spiral and stepped out into the frigid, early morning air. “Thank you.” 
 
“Ilya!” Svetlana stood from a bench in front of the oversized, glass paneled double doors and waved at him, her bright smile barely visible around the furred hood of her puffy jacket, her hands fully ensconced in a set of mittens that matched the zig zaggy green patterned scarf at her neck. “Hullo, my love!” 
 
“Sveta.” Ilya hunched his shoulders against a blast of wind and jogged up the sidewalk to get to her, wrapping her into a quick hug. “You have been here long? You should have stayed inside.” 
 
“No, no, I’m fine. I’ve only been here a minute.” Svetlana assured him. “Too bad our flights didn’t coordinate for breakfast though, I’m starving. Any chance you brought me anything from the bakery to snack on?” 
 
“Nothing from bakery, no, but we can have lunch after.” Ilya set his hand at the small of her back and hurried her towards the front doors, angling his body to shield her from another gust of wintery wind. “How was trip from Boston?” 
 
“Apparently Toronto is the place everyone wants to be on freezing Mondays in February, so the trip was crowded.” She scooted through the open door out of the weather, then pushed her hood off her head, fluffing at her hair with her fingers. “Thankfully, first class is always much less chaotic than the rest of the flight where all the regular people sit, so it was fine."
 
“Regular people? You are high maintenance and snobby.” Ilya held out his hand for her puffy coat, and Svetlana handed it to him, then winked, “No no, darling. Just rich. Alicia is with the girls?” 
 
“She came over last night so I could leave early this morning, yes.” Ilya waited patiently for Sveta to flit her fingers through his hair too, rearranging the travel and stress flattened curls into something more presentable. “She is also staying tonight since I will not be home until late.” 
 
“You should have just brought the girls with you.” She slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow and headed for the elevators on the other side of the building lobby. “The drive to the airport is only a couple hours and the flight into Toronto another hour and a half, that’s hardly anything for them now, they would have been fine.” 
 
“They would miss full day of school today and full day tomorrow because they would be dramatic and sleepy.” Ilya scoffed at her like the idea was ludicrous. “No. Is easier for me to come alone.” 
 
“I realize it’s easier, I’m just saying they could come.” she rolled her eyes at his predictable strict-Dad answer. “Honestly, Ilya. They are in second grade, what could they possibly be missing that matters in the slightest?” 
 
The elevator doors dinged open and she lowered her voice as they stepped inside, “Why were you frowning when you got out of the car?” 
 
“Not frowning.” Ilya mashed the button for the correct floor, and Svetlana shot him a sideways glance, “Yes, you were. I could see it from where I was sitting. What is wrong?” 
 
“Nothing is wrong.” he denied again. “Only normal stress things. I hate this appointment, this doctor, these tests. That is all.” 
 
“That’s not all.” she countered flatly. “You looked downright mean when the driver dropped you off. What is it? Tell me.” 
 
“You are a Nosy Nellie.” Ilya tried to deflect one more time, but Svetlana arched a finely shaped brow and leveled her best no-nonsense Mom glare at him, so he groaned, “Fine. Yes. I am having breakfast with–” 
 
There was no reason to use code names in the elevator of a medical campus where no one gave a single shit about Ilya’s preferences so long as he was being safe and his blood tests were clean, but Ilya used one anyway. 
 
“I am having breakfast with Jane tomorrow.” 
 
“Jane!” Sveta’s pretty eyes widened in excitement. “Ilyushka, eto zdorovo! That is so good!” 
 
“I hope so.” Ilya said, then didn’t say anything else, his gaze firmly on the floor numbers flashing by on the screen as the elevator rocketed upwards. 
 
“You hope so?” Svetlana was used to Ilya being private about Jane. Way back before, he’d never admitted how often he met up with Jane, despite cancelling on Svetlana dozens of times with nothing more than a hand wavy explanation. After Sochi and Vegas when Ilya went home to Russia and finally told her the truth, he’d still held most of it back, still kept most of it secret. Svetlana knew frustratingly little about their relationship before Vegas and she knew very little of how it had progressed in Montbonne, even when Ilya called to tell her about the break up, he'd been sparse with facts, vague with explanations, downright reluctant to share anything beyond the most basic of details and the miserable steps along his descent into undeserved, misdirected self loathing. 
 
She was used to Ilya guarding anything and everything Jane related close to his heart, but sometimes– a lot of the times– she wished he’d open up enough for her to support him. To actually help.
 
Ilya had closed himself off emotionally more and more the longer he lived in Montbonne and usually it was fine, usually Svetlana didn’t worry too much, usually she was confident that Ilya had done enough work with his therapist and growth on his own to more or less handle things. 
 
But usually first loves and lost romances didn’t wander into small town ice rinks and drop Ilya’s carefully constructed life into a heartrending tailspin either. 
 
So. 
 
“You are nervous about it.” she tugged at his elbow. “Why? Do you think he is done, that he has decided to break up for good?” 
 
“I don’t know.” came the flat reply and Svetlana clicked her tongue, trying again, “Have you thought about what to say to him? Whether he is done, or ready to try again? Do you want to talk maybe, after the appointment. We can have lunch and I could help–” 
 
“Sveta.” The elevator doors opened and Ilya patted at her hand, keeping it on his arm as he strode out into the hall and turned towards the doctor’s office door. “I can only do one scary thing at a time, yes? First this. Then lunch and maybe talking about Jane.” 
 
“Da, konechno.” she murmured as they walked through the door marked ‘Alzheimers and Memory Disorder Center’. “One scary thing at a time.” 
 
*****
 
Montbonne
 
“Hey, Coach McMurray.” Shane stopped by the gym on his way through the elementary school, shifting the box under his arm to the other side so he could hold out his hand for a handshake. “You got a second?” 
 
“Hey there!” Coach McMurray was both the highschool boys hockey coach and the elementary school gym teacher, splitting his days between teaching little ones to climb ropes and dribble a basketball and hollering at the big kids to get their asses in gear. He was a nice guy, well meaning and whole heartedly dedicated to both jobs and to the Montbonne community, his name was on one of the big trophies in Montbonne High’s trophy case, and considering how he found a way to work it into every single conversation, it was most likely the peak moment of his life right below– or maybe slightly above– marrying the head cheerleader right outta highschool. 
 
Rachel had giggled herself into stitches telling Shane how much of a man-crush McMurray developed when Ilya moved to town, but it wasn’t like Shane didn’t understand that particular infatuation, so no harm, no foul. McMurray was a little too easy to poke fun at with his skinny jeans and giant , clunky boots and extra tight shirts stretched over his no-longer in fighting form middle aged body, but Shane figured anyone willing to put up with first, a couple hundred little kids screeching at the top of their lungs and then a couple dozen hormonally aggressive teenage boys on a daily, year long basis was probably a decent sorta person, right? 
 
Right. 
 
So when Coach McMurray swung around on his big cowboy boots and clomped towards Shane with a meaty hand outstretched to boom, “Coach Hollander! How’r’ya now!?”, Shane just smiled a little at the gregarious greeting and nodded, “I’m doing alright. How are you?” 
 
“Oh, not so bad.” McMurry tested the seams of his shirt to breaking when he folded thick arms around his barreled chest, rocking back on his heels and tilting his chin up as if their four inch height difference didn’t bother him at all. “What can I do for you?” 
 
“Rachel asked me to swing by and pick up this stuff for the rink.” Shane held up the box that had been mistakenly delivered to the school and dumped in the supply room. “But when I was grabbing it, I saw a big banner in there, something about the 12th Annual Montbonne Winter Whiteout Tournament? What’s that about?” 
 
“I was cleaning out th’back room there.” McMurray jerked his thumb towards the storage room that held all of the elementary gym supplies. “Figured there was no sense in keeping those old banners seein’ as how we ain’t done one’a those tournaments in almost ten years. But the gal up front got on me for tryna throw it away instead of recycling it, so I left it there. Told her she could recycle it however she wanted.” 
 
“What was it though?” Shane ignored the fuss about recycling. He usually had very specific opinions about people who couldn't be bothered to take the time and put recyclables in the the very clearly marked receptacles, but whatever. “Montbonne did it for twelve years?"
 
“Was an invitational of sorts.” McMurray hummed in thought. “We got a couple ribbons and such from it in the trophy case in the highschool, right up there next to the championship trophy from the year I played.” 
 
“Right.” Shane smiled faintly at the predictable mention of McMurray’s glory days. “Who ran the tournament? Was it school sponsored? The rec league?” 
 
“Nah, Coach Keeso did it all.” He corrected with a quick shake of his head. “He used’ta coach the school teams for a while, and since none of the schools way up here ever had a chance in hell t’get to State or Regionals or anything like that, Coach Keeso did a local tournament. Invited the other schools we played during the season, let’m stay in the second floor rooms in the rink, did a whole bracket, had contests on the side, speed drills and shot accuracy and the like. Brought people from all over. Lotsa business for the town, friends for the kids… it was good. Couple’a times he even did a summer solstice one, brought everyone who wasn’t on vacation around for a summer camp. It was a good time.” 
 
“So what happened?” 
 
“Mostly…” McMurray scratched at his chin. “Mostly a little bit’a everything I suppose. One year the weather was so bad, all the roads were shut down and we couldn’t do it. Couple years after that, the HVAC at the rink needed replaced, and that was a whole lotta money, couldn’t get it all secured and the work done in time. Then y’know, Coach Keeso started gettin’ old and no one else had th’time to dedicate to makin’ it happen… you know how this shit goes, just loses momentum and fades away.” 
 
“Huh.” Interest and something that felt like inspiration lodged itself persistent in the back of Shane’s mind. “That could be really good for Montbonne, maybe. Restarting the tournament?
 
“Mebbe.” McMurray shrugged. “Most’a us think the town is already too big, too crowded, dunno if we want more of that sorta thing. We don’t have anywhere to put that many visitors, nothing much for them to do except the tournament and it’d be a helluva project to get going again.” 
 
“Well, I know the second floor offices at the rink are still mostly unused. And with the arcade and the bowling alley next door– ” Shane started, but McMurray interrupted with a loud snort, “Oh hell, you don’t even know what happened with all that, do you? Building that whole center was part for Montbonne and the kids, part as a way to try and get the big tournament goin’ again, maybe bring a couple more big events to town. Cost more than it ever should'a to get going and then we had the grand opening right at the end of 2019."
 
“...just in time for the pandemic to shut everything down." Shane realized. "Shit."
 
"Yup. Shit is right." McMurray nodded, “It’s been sittin’ there half used, half not used ever since. Just a big ol eyesore of a building that’s never near as full as it should be, never made a penny of profit, costs too much to maintain but would be too expensive and too damn depressing to bulldoze down.” 
 
“Huh.” 
 
McMurray squinted at Shane, folding his thick arms again. “What’s that look there, Coach? What are you thinking?” 
 
“I don’t know.” Shane said honestly. “It just seems like a shame, letting something like that go. Coach Keeso’s legacy and something that was important to the town.” 
 
“Well you’ve got energy and money and moxie.” McMurray goaded. “Do something about it!” 
 
“Moxie.” Shane chuckled. “Yeah right.” 
 
Except… maybe? 
 
“Y’know me and the missus have been meaning to have you over for dinner.” McMurray interrupted the very beginning of Shane’s maybe train of thought with a tossed out invitation that sounded less like a request and more like an order. “Tuesday works fine, she makes a real nice brisket, so tender it’ll just about kill you. Come along about six. Wear somethin’ nice. I don’t care a whole lot about clothes and such, but she likes when we boys dress up for the dinner table.” 
 
“Tuesdays don’t work for me.” Tuesdays were therapy days, and Tuesday tomorrow Shane had breakfast with Ilya and then therapy that night so no, his whole bandwidth of patience and composure and give-a-fucks would be fully exhausted, too exhausted to deal with McMurray and his nice but always sorta awkwardly flirtatious wife. Dr. Soule had told him to make connections in the community though, to not turn down invitations on a whim, so Shane offered only half reluctantly, “Maybe Wednesday–” 
 
He stopped though, twisting around in confusion when he heard what sounded like Nadya talking loud, almost yelling down the hall towards the school offices. “Do you hear that?” 
 
“Sounds like one’a the twins, the shy one who can’t talk right.” McMurray headed for the door to check it out, but Shane was already ahead of him, snapping maybe a tad more irritable than he needed to, “Nadya talks just fine!” as he hurried through the gym doors and out into the hall.
 
“I didn’t mean anything by it.” McMurray tried to apologize. “Just that the one Mayhem twin talks loud enough for everyone, and the quiet one can’t get a sentence out without trippin’ over–” 
 
“She talks fine!” 
 
Shane set the package for Rachel down in the hall and walked faster when he saw Nadya jumping up and down in front of the nurses office, wringing her little hands and stuttering so badly her face was turning red trying to get the words out. 
 
And that was bad enough. Nadya so clearly stressed out was bad enough. 
 
It was all very much worse though, when Shane realized Nadya was stuttering stammering stressed because Mariya was slumped on the bench crying and cradling her right arm to her chest.
 
Shit. 
 
“Girls!” Shane sped up into a run, ignoring the twinge and throb in his knee to break into a sprint down the long hallway to get to them. “Nadya? Mariya? What’s wrong?” 
 
“C-C-C-Coach!” Nadya turned to him with a wail, and Shane bent down to snatch her up without even thinking, grabbing her up into his arms and pressing her head to his shoulder to quiet her cries as he reached out for Mariya with his free hand. 
 
“Hey Mayday, hey hey.” Shane maneuvered Nadya over to his side so he could crouch down in front of Mariya without dislodging her sister, raising his voice so Mariya could hear him over Nadya’s panicked sobs, and patting at her knee. “Hi sweetie. What’s wrong?” 
 
And louder to the school nurse who was frantically dialing and re-dialing the phone in her office. “What happened!? What’s going on with Mariya?”
 
“Oh hi, Coach Hollander. Mariya was sledding.” The nurse looked harried, stressed and frantic and overwhelmed by Nadya’s tears and the devastating pain writ into Mariya’s little features. “Took a bad fall and I’m pretty sure her arm is broken, but I can’t get ahold of her Dad or of Ms. Alicia to come get her and I don’t want to have to call an ambulance, but she needs to–” 
 
“I can take her, I’ll take her.” Shane cut her off with a quick shake of his head, then bent in closer with his hand gentle at Mariya’s cheek and chin trying to get her to look up, “Mayday? Hey Doom-bringer. I’m  gonna take you to the doctor. You and me and Nadya are gonna go right to the doctor right now. Sound good?”
 
“Okay Coach.” Mariya said quietly, dully, her usually bright eyes dimmed with pain, spilling over with tears. “Okay.” 
 
“Nadya.” Shane rubbed her back a few times. “I have to put you down so I can carry your sister, okay?”
 
“Ok-k-kay. Okay.” Nadya agreed through a sob and Shane set her down carefully, then told Mariya, “Sweetie, you hold your hurt arm and I’m gonna pick you up. C’mere, one two three up.” He scooped her up from the bench in one smooth movement, cradling her into his chest and holding her steady so her arm didn’t jostle. “Nadya, right here. Hold on to my belt loop. Come on.” 
 
“I’ll keep trying their Dad and Ms. Alicia!” the nurse called after him and Shane called back over his shoulder as he headed for the doors, “Thank you! I’ll try to get ahold of Mr. Rozanov on the way to the hospital!” 
 
It was almost eerie how quiet Mariya was. Her little arm was definitely broken, Shane could tell just by looking at the bump and bruise of it. It must have been massively painful, but Mariya only cried silent tears, fat droplets rolling down her cheeks and dampening into her shirt while Nadya was wailing, blubbering, tripping over her feet hysterical over her sister being hurt. 
 
“Careful careful right here, Mayday.” Shane set Mariya in the backseat as gently as he could, tucking the seat belt around her back so it didn’t cut across her arm and making a mental note to buy booster seats for his car. He needed booster seats if he was going to be around for the girls, maybe picking them up from school or maybe just hanging out together waiting for Ilya to get off work, or maybe–
 
–maybe Shane needed to stop thinking about booster seats and pay attention to the current situation. Both the girls were crying, the angle of Mariya’s hurt arm was making Shane a little bit nauseous and he and Ilya needed to have at least one, if not several serious conversations, he did not need to be thinking about future hopeful hypotheticals involving booster seats, Jesus Christ. 
 
“Nadya, c’mere baby.” He put Nadya in the car next, lifting her into the middle seat and clicking the seatbelt around her waist. “You good right there?”
 
“Y-yeah.” Nadya curled into Mariya’s uninjured side and reached up to rub and pull at Mariya’s earlobe. “Mmmmsorry, sister. S-sorry you g-got hurt.” 
 
“Not your fault.” Mariya’s voice wobbled, but she hugged her twin in close and pinched lightly at Nadya’s earlobe as well, soothing herself and her sister the same way Shane had seen Ilya fidget and self soothe dozens of times. “S’okay. It’s scary but we’re brave.” 
 
“It’s s-scary but we’re–we’re–we’re brave.” Nadya hiccuped, and Shane ducked into the back seat to brush a quickly comforting kiss at both their foreheads and promise, “You guys are both super brave. I’m going to take care of everything, okay?” 
 
“Okay, Coach.” Mariya whispered, but Nadya didn’t answer, only closed her eyes and pressed closer trying to stick as tight as she could to her sister. 
 
“Okay.” Shane started the car and pulled out of the school parking lot as quickly but as smoothly as he could, trying not to jostle the twins. “Here we go.” 
 
He called Ilya on the way, keeping an eye on the girls in the rearview mirror as he sped down the roads towards the hospital, cursing under his breath when Ilya’s phone dropped right to voicemail. 
 
“Hey, it’s me. It’s Shane.” He worked to keep his voice steady, gripping hard at the steering wheel. “Listen, everyone is fine, okay? The girls are fine. But there was an accident on the sledding hill at school and I think Mayday broke her arm. It sucks but you know, broken arms aren't the worst thing? She's gonna be okay. I’ve got both girls with me, we’re heading to the hospital. Um just– just call me as soon as you can. I’ll be there with them. I know the school’s trying to get ahold of Alicia but I can sign some of the paperwork for Mayday so I’m gonna– you remember the medical waivers and stuff that was in the parent packet I handed out at the beginning of the season? It says in there that as Coach I’m legally allowed to make emergency medical decisions for– shit.” 
 
He cursed again, then checked the rearview mirror to make sure the girls hadn’t overheard. “You don’t care about that. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I got the girls, I’ll make sure Mayday gets her arm taken care of and I’ll stay with them, okay? I’ve got them. I’ll take care of them. Just call me back.” 
 
Shane hung up and kept driving, eyeing the speedometer and pushing the speed limit as he raced through town. 
 
“Don’t worry sweetheart, we’ll be there soon.” he told Mariya, and she smiled at him again, tiny and pained and with tears staining down her cheek, “Thank you, Coach.” 
 
The nurse on duty at the hospital looked vaguely familiar to Shane, but he didn’t care enough to try and place her as he carried Mariya inside, Nadya following right at his heels with her fingers hooked through his belt loops. 
 
“Hey.” He went right up to the desk. “Hey, I’m Shane Hollander and this is–” 
 
“Oh no, Mayday! What happened!” The nurse stood up and leaned over the desk, putting her hand at Mariya’s forehead then brushing her fingers lightly down the bruised arm, clicking her tongue sympathetically. “Poor thing, that looks like it hurts. I’ll get the doctor, okay?” 
 
“I’m not her parent.” Shane explained haltingly. “But I’m her Coach, so–” 
 
“I know, Coach Hollander.” She sent him a brief smile as she gathered paperwork and a clipboard. “I’m Ronnie’s Auntie, we met at the holiday party. Lisa.” 
 
“Shit.” Shan shook his head, “I mean shoot. Yeah. Ronnie’s Aunt. Sorry. I uh–” 
 
“Don’t even worry about it.” She waved off his apology, then glanced at Mariya’s teary face and Nadya’s terrified expression and switched to speaking French so the girls didn’t understand. “What happened with Mayday?” 
 
“She was sledding.” Shane switched to French as well, smiling gratefully at her for her quick thinking and consideration. “I’m sure her arm’s broken, it looks pretty bad.” 
 
“Okay, I’ll get her in for an x-ray right away to be sure.” Lisa picked up the deskphone and dialed an extension. “You can fill out paperwork for me until we get ahold of Mr. Rozanov?” 
 
“And Alicia, yeah. I think she’s the girls actual emergency contact, but I’ll do what I can.” he confirmed and she nodded, “That’s great. Follow me, I’ll get you back into the room so we can get started. Bring Nadya, too.” 
 
“Merci beaucoup.” 
 
There were things to be thankful for when it came to small town medical care, like how the staff recognized Shane and were willing to bend the rules a little bit so he could carry Mariya back into the room instead of handing her over to an orderly or another nurse. How they let him fill out maybe more paperwork than he probably should have because no, he wasn’t Mariya’s legal guardian but he knew her and her family and was a trusted adult and they weren’t going to delay Mariya’s treatment while waiting for Ilya to show up and sign off on it. 
 
“I appreciate this.” he told Lisa for about the tenth time in an hour as he hefted Mariya up onto the padded examination table after the x-rays were finished and they were waiting for the doctor. “I’m sure you’re breaking a bunch of rules letting me stay with her.” 
 
“Coach, there isn’t a single person in this hospital who would let any child go through all this without someone there to hold their hand.” She ripped the plastic off two lollipops and handed one to Mariya, then gave the other one to Shane so he could coax Nadya up from hiding her face in his shoulder and take it. “You being her Coach and her Daddy’s best friend makes you family in our book, don’t even worry about it.” 
 
“Her Daddy’s best friend. Right.” Shane readied himself against the jolt of panic that would no doubt clamp at his throat over having his and Ilya’s connection perceived by someone outside their dynamic… but for the first time probably ever, nothing came. Lisa had clearly noticed he and Ilya orbiting each other, laughing and talking and connecting, but her assumption had been best friends, the observation delivered with nothing other than a matter of fact nod of her head. 
 
And Shane didn’t panic. The usual skittery, itchy, frantic need to dodge and downplay and deny any sort of connection didn’t crowd up on his tongue and push at his teeth like it needed to be shouted out loud to make sure nobody suspected. He didn’t flush and stammer, he didn’t flinch and stutter, he didn't do anything.
 
Lisa said ‘best friend’ and Shane sort of loved how it sounded. She said ‘best friend’ and Shane sort of wanted to smile and correct her, ‘actually we’re on the way to being way more than that’. 
 
…Lisa said family, and Shane snuggled Nadya closer into his chest then reached his hand out to grasp Mariya’s little fingers and just nodded, “I appreciate it. Thanks so much, Lisa.” 
 
“Don’t worry about it, Coach. Doctor will be here in just a minute.” 
 
The doctor pronounced Mariya’s arm as definitely broken, but not terribly so, then let her pick out a color for her cast. By the time he’d finished wrapping her up and letting the plaster set, Mariya was exhausted, numbed up and swaying on the bed, her eyes drooping and breathing a little bit labored as she tried and tried to stay awake. 
 
“Can she lay down yet?” Shane shifted Nadya onto his hip again so he could stand up without letting her go, but could get to the exam table and lean Mariya into his side. “She’s so tired, when can she rest?” 
 
“Let me get something to secure her arm and she can sleep.” Lisa came back in to help, propping Mariya’s newly casted arm up on a pillow and covering her with an extra blanket. She brought an extra blanket for Nadya too, draping it over her shoulders and stepping back so Shane could tuck it in around her. 
 
“It sounds like we finally got ahold of Ms. Alicia.” she told him once he was resettled into the chair with Nadya on his lap and Mariya already asleep on the bed. “You don’t mind staying until she gets here, do you?” 
 
“No, of course not.” Shane shook his head, and after Lisa had patted him on the shoulder and let herself out of the room, he nudged Nadya gently and checked in, “Nadya. How you doing, kiddo?” 
 
“C-C-Coach.” Nadya lifted her face from Shane’s shoulder, her cheeks sagging with exhaustion and her eyes red rimmed, nose swollen from crying and sniffling. “It w-w-was my fault. Mmmmy fault sister got hurt.” 
 
“Nope. No.” Shane shut that down immediately. “It was an accident, Nadya. Those aren’t anybody’s fault.” 
 
“Nnno. I–I–” she gulped, fingers trembling as she pulled and tugged at her ear. “I was sc-cared to go down the hill sssso Mariya went. I p-p-pushed her to make her go faster. Then she–she–she fell. She fell! And got h-h-h-urt–!” 
 
“Shhh shh shh, none of that now.” Shane tucked her back in over his heart, smoothing at her wildly curly hair and pressing his cheek to her sweaty forehead. “It’s okay. Accidents happen, no one is to blame. Mayday was going to go down that hill super fast no matter what. That’s not your fault.” 
 
“B-B-But–” 
 
“Nope. Nuh uh.” Shane told her firmly. “Not your fault, sweetie. Don’t do that. It’s okay. I promise it’s okay.” 
 
From Jane: Still at hospital. Alicia is on the way. Everyone is okay, I got it handled. 
 
He put his phone away, then slumped down in the chair and rearranged Nadya so she could rest, tucking her head under his chin and rubbing at her back, rocking back and forth as best he could. 
 
“Everything’s okay, Nadya.” he promised, reaching up to rub at her little ear as she hiccuped and sighed and burrowed closer. “Everything’s gonna be okay.” 
 
****
 
Toronto
 
Ilya’s annual appointment at the Alzheimers and Memory Disorder Clinic in Toronto went the way it always went, the same way it had gone every time since the first time five years previous when Ilya had made himself an appointment just to see. Just in case.
 
Cognitive tests, blood draws, and physical exams. Brain scans, neurological assessments and a litany of seemingly silly puzzles and recall exercises. Standard yearly physical things and non standard mental things. A whole list to be checked and then checked off when everything came back normal, everything came back within range, Ilya was doing okay, so far so good, no physical signs yet of what had taken his Papa, another year had passed and he was still fine.
 
“I don’t like that you do this.” Svetlana told him as they left the office at a little after noon and headed for the elevators.
 
“I know, Sveta.” Ilya tucked the packet of paperwork and results under his arm and pushed the elevator button. “You have said that many times.” 
 
“I just think it’s unnecessary stress.” Svetlana had said it all many times, but Ilya never listened, so she stepped into the elevator with him and said it all again. “You hate these appointments, you don’t sleep for days before because you’re too busy obsessing over the chance that something might have changed, anytime you have to wait for bloodwork results, you don’t sleep then either. The stress you put yourself through for this will kill you faster than anything the doctors might find.” 
 
“The minute anything might be wrong, I want to know.” he countered brusquely. “These appointments help with baseline. So you and I and someone knows what is normal for me if things change.” 
 
“Ilya–” 
 
“We did not know anything was wrong with Papa until his memory started to go.” Ilya set his jaw stubbornly. “But they say sometimes memory loss isn’t even the first symptom. His personality changed, he did not talk as much, he was disorganized–” 
 
“Ilyushka.” Svetlana’s eyes dimmed in sadness. “Your Papa was an asshole. How he treated you and your sweet Mama and your brother had nothing to do with his dementia.” 
 
“Maybe not.” he stood back so she could leave the elevator first. “But I am saying, there were other signs with Papa, not just memory. We could have caught it faster if we knew. I do the tests so you and the girls will know.”
 
“This level of stress isn’t good for you.” 
 
“But the tests all came back with in a good range.” Ilya maintained firmly. “So stress is worth it.” 
 
“Ilya–” 
 
“Leave it alone, Sveta.” 
 
“Fine.” She looped their arms together as they crossed the lobby towards the exit. “I will leave it alone, at least until we do this all over again next year.” 
 
“At least until next year, yes.” Ilya plonked a kiss onto her hair. “You already called for car to restaurant?” 
 
“Yes, because if I don’t get some food quickly, I might actually skew homicidal.” Svetlana zipped her coat up further once they were outside, then lifted her arm and waved towards a waiting car, smiling when the driver flashed the headlights in recognition and pulled up closer to the curb. “Their website said reservations are only needed on weekends so I’m hoping we can get in and get a table before your flight–” 
 
She stopped walking when Ilya did, grabbing for his hand to keep her balance on the slick sidewalk and frowning over at him. “What is it, what’s wrong?” 
 
“Shane called me, is timestamped just a few minutes ago.” Ilya tapped at the voicemail icon apprehensively. “I had my phone off for the doctor appointment and he left a voicemail.” 
 
“And that’s bad?” Svetlana guessed, a little bit bewildered. “Do you think it’s about breakfast tomorrow?” 
 
“Shit.” Ilya’s face paled when the phone started blinging with belated text notifications, one after another lighting up the screen. “Sveta, I have texts from Shane and missed calls from the school too. It must be the girls.” 
 
“What?!” 
 
Ilya hit play on the voicemail and started pushing Svetlana towards the waiting car, slipping and sliding on the sidewalk as he listened to Shane’s message. 
 
“Can you take us to the airport?” he demanded of the driver as they slid into the backseat. “Not the restaurant, the airport. Is okay?” 
 
“Sure thing, buddy.” the driver pulled out immediately and Svetlana tugged at Ilya’s sleeve, “Ilyushka, v chem dalo?!” 
 
“Masha is hurt.” Ilya put the phone on speaker so Svetlana could hear as well, and she clapped a hand over her mouth, cursing out loud, “She is hurt?! Ilya, my baby–?!” 
 
“Is okay.” Ilya switched to the text messages, lips moving as he read through Shane’s rapid fire explanation, the assurances that he had both the girls, the updates on Masha’s situation. “Is okay, Sveta. Shane is there, he won’t let anything happen, he’s got them.” 
 
“We need to find flights right away.” her hands were shaking as she pulled up the flight app on her phone and started searching for seats on the next flights towards Montbonne. “Ilya, we have to–” 
 
“I know, I know.” He hooked his arm around her waist and pushed a kiss to her cheek. “But is okay. Shane has the girls. Everything will be okay.” 
 
“You trust him that much?” she asked, voice wobbling and tears smudging into her mascara. “Honestly?"
 
"Yes." Ilya tapped at her phone when he saw a flight with a couple open seats heading North and departing within the hour. "I do trust him that much. Get those tickets, Sveta. Hurry."
 
From Lily: We are on the way. Trying to get on flight but will still be several hours. 
 
From Lily: Please stay with my girls.
 
From Jane: I’ve got them, don’t worry. 
 
****
 
Montbonne
 
“Masha? Nadyushka?” It was after five o’clock that evening when Svetlana burst through the front door of the Montbonne house with Ilya a half step behind her. “Girls! Where are you!?” 
 
The flight out of Toronto had taken almost two hours, the drive along the winding, wintery twisting roads leading through the hills to Montbonne was almost another two hours despite Ilya pushing the car to speeding and switching lanes whipping around slower drivers on every stretch of straightaway, and by the time they pulled into the driveway in front of the East End home, Svetlana was in tears again racing to get to the girls. 
 
Ilya was more controlled, partly because he had to keep it together to make the drive while Svetlana worried herself into a panic, and partly because as he slammed the car door and followed Svetlana’s frantic run up the steps and into the house, he recognized not only Alicia’s car in the driveway, but also Shane’s car still parked by the mailbox. 
 
Shane was still there. He hadn’t left the girls side. He’d promised Ilya he’d take care of it, and he had. 
 
“Masha!” Ilya kicked off his snowy shoes and left his coat on the floor as he hurried after Svetlana. “Nadyushka, we are home!” 
 
“D-Daddy!” Nadya came out of the hall bathroom just as Ilya passed and he pivoted around to scoop her up, snatching her into his arms and smothering her into a hug. “D-Daddy, m’so glad y-you’re here, s-so glad you are home, so–so–so–” 
 
“Settle settle, my baby.” Ilya switched to Russian, smoothing his big hand over her hair and cradling her close, “It’s okay baby, we are home. Everything is okay.” 
 
Nadya clung to him, her gangly little legs wrapped at his waist and arms looped strangling at his neck as he carried her into the living room and over to where Svetlana was already bent over the couch hugging Mariya as Alicia stood off to the side and quietly got her caught up on everything that had happened. 
 
“Oh there’s my girl.” Ilya handed Nadya to Svetlana, who promptly folded her in whispering comfort and reassurance into her ear, then leaned over the back of the couch to buss a grateful kiss to Alicia’s cheek before sitting carefully down on the coach to hold Mariya’s hurt arm sturdy and leverage her up into a tight hug. “My little Doomsday, what happened? How did you do this thing?” 
 
“It was a steep hill, Daddy.” Mariya’s eyes were still dull, her face creased in exhaustion but she managed a small smile for him. “And a very big jump. But I did it.” 
 
“Apparently the big kids at school built a jump and iced it over.” Alicia informed him, her lips pinched in disapproval. “Mayday being Mayday wanted to go down it and the teacher didn’t realize what was happening in time.” 
 
“Sledding accidents happen.” Ilya wasn’t the sort of Dad to get upset at teachers for Mayday caused mayhem, half the time he couldn’t stop her from running feral through his own house, so of course she’d seen a big jump at the bottom of the steepest part of the hill and decided to take it on, of course she had. “And so do broken bones. Did you learn your lesson about steep hills and big jumps?” 
 
“Coach says I should have videoed it so next time I know how to control it.” her smile was weary but proud. “He says it probably looked really cool.” 
 
“Next time, hm?” Ilya finally rotated around trying to find Shane, and his heart did something complicated, something flip floppy and painfully hopeful in his chest when he saw Shane standing in the other doorway with his arms full of what had probably been very specifically requested stuffed animals, no less than five different blankets, and a stack of the girls’s favorite books. “Coach is already encouraging next time? I do not approve of such things."
 
Shane swallowed hard when Ilya’s gaze locked onto him, something intense and unreadable reflecting in his blue eyes. It had been such a long month of near silence, so many weeks of missing Ilya on his phone and at his side and in him, too much time between actually talking to one another that Shane thought he’d shake apart beneath the direct eye contact. 
 
Too much because it looked like appreciation and adoration and affection in Ilya’s eyes. 
 
Too much because there was a spot on the couch next to Ilya that looked just big enough for Shane to fit in alongside the girls and Svetlana, like they could all sit together and ride out the stress of the day together and fuck. 
 
Fuck, Shane thought he’d shake apart beneath that too. 
 
“Uh, in my defense. I was trying to make her smile. Definitely not actually encouraging a repeat performance.” He broke the eye contact for the sake of his sanity, and moved to the couch to lay down the pile of everything he’d been sent upstairs to retrieve right before they’d arrived, trying to keep his tone light, trying to keep his focus on the girls and not on the heat and proximity and laser sharp intensity of Ilya staring at him. “But you know she’s gonna try again whether I encourage it or not. We don’t call her Mayday cos she’s subtle and delicate.” 
 
“No. I guess not.” Ilya agreed quietly, his eyes trained on Shane’s face and the self conscious little smile tilting at Shane’s mouth, the wrinkle of uncertainty furrowed at Shane’s brow as if he wasn’t sure if he belonged, if he’d done the right thing, if him still being there was okay. 
 
Stay stay stay. Ilya wanted to grab Shane’s hand and pull him into a hug and for a half second, Shane’s eyes flickered like maybe he wanted the same thing. 
 
“W-we were scared, Daddy.” Nadya informed him soberly when Svetlana tucked her back in next to Mariya and Ilya forced his eyes off of Shane and back to his girls in time to see Mariya nodding tiredly, “It was scary. I don’t– I don’t want to do that anymore. It hurts and I– I um–” 
 
Her eyes filled with tears again and Svetlana rushed around the couch to sit at Mariya’s other side, stretching her arms out to hold both the girls since Nadya didn’t want to move away from her sister and Mariya needed support for her cast. Ilya adjusted the blanket so it covered the girls and overlapped onto Svetlana’s lap, then leaned in and kissed both their foreheads, pinching lightly at Nadya’s ear before switching and rubbing a moment at Mariya’s ear too. 
 
“Yes, it is scary, this thing is very scary.” he murmured hoarsely. “But you were so brave, hm? Both my girls. So brave.” 
 
“Yeah. We–we tried.” Mariya turned her head into Svetlana’s sweater, soaking the delicate material with her tears and Svetlana clicked her tongue crooning at her, urging Nadya closer too and hugging them in tight. “We tried to be brave.” 
 
“They were very brave.” Alicia informed them proudly. “By the time I got to the hospital, Coach Hollander had everything taken care of, Mariya was resting and Nadya wasn’t fussing at all about having to stay there for so long. Both girls did very good.” 
 
“They really did. I was really proud of them.” Shane was back by the door again, and Ilya frowned when he realized Shane was already holding his coat, half angled away like he was going to leave. “And I definitely promised them a treat for being so brave, so since you guys are back, I’m going to run out and grab them some ice cream.” 
 
“B-birthday cake exp-exp-exp–” Nadya tried to explain what she wanted, but she was still too sniffly and choked up to get it out easily. Alicia and Svetlana both started to chime in and explain what flavor she preferred, but Shane shook his head and winked at her, “Birthday cake explosion. Extra sprinkles. Add chocolate chips. I know.” 
 
“Chocolate for me, Coach.” Mariya mumbled and Shane’s voice softened when he nodded, “Yeah Mayday, I know. Chocolate ice cream. Sprinkles and marshmallows and chopped nuts on the side. I’ll be right back, okay?” 
 
“Okay, Coach.” 
 
“Sp-spasibo C-Coach.” 
 
“Coach.” Ilya extricated himself from the tangle of blankets on the couch and stood up, clearing his throat loudly. “You have a minute to talk first? In the kitchen?” 
 
“Uh.” Shane fidgeted with his keys. With his phone. “Yeah. Sure.” 
 
“Yes. Okay.” Ilya followed him out of the living room and into the hall, and the moment they wre both gone, Alicia turned to Svetlana with her eyes wide and eyebrows raised, “So! Our Coach Hollander knows Ms. Mariya likes Rocky Road ice cream but only if it’s all separated out, hm? That’s quite the thing for someone perfectly casual about this whole thing to know!” 
 
“It’s also quite the thing for him to stay and take care of the girls for hours and I am sure Ilya is telling him exactly how much he appreciates it right this very second.” Svetlana kicked her shoes off and popped the recliner on the couch, stretching out and scooping Mariya closer to her side, nodding in appreciation when Alicia immediately gathered Nadya up and moved her closer as well, adjusting the blankets and handing her the remote for the TV as she went. “And thank you, Alicia, for coming to help. Ilya told me he booked you a service at the spa as a thank you for staying with the girls, I’m sure it completely negated any relaxation you managed once you got back to your phone and saw the calls from the hospital.” 
 
“It was a shock, yes.” Alicia undid a few of the clips in Nadya’s hair and repositioned them to better keep the curls out of her eyes. “But Coach Hollander had everything taken care of. By the time I got there, the only thing left to do was sign discharge papers and get the girls home. Coach drove them too, took the booster seats from my car and insisted on driving them over here. It was really very sweet, he only left their side to go up and get all those blankets and stuffies for them, and that’s when you both came home.” 
 
“He sure loves them, doesn’t he?” Svetlana drew her long nails gently down Mariya’s cheek, then reached to wipe a smudge of dried tears away from Nadya’s chin. “It’s really something special.” 
 
“It really is.” 
 
In the kitchen, Shane set his stuff down on the counter and shuffled his feet a little nervously, looking at the floor, at the cupboards, out the window over the sink, anywhere except right at Ilya because he didn’t know what to say or what to do or how to explain in any sort of succinct terms just why he’d jumped in to handle the situation with the girls. 
 
He knew everything at the hospital had been an over step both as Coach and as someone who was maybe a friend but certainly not a romantic partner at this point. There’d been no reason for him to stay after Alicia showed up, definitely no reason for him to transfer the booster seats from Alicia’s car to his own car to drive them out to the house. He hadn’t needed to hang around for the couple of hours before Ilya and Svetlana returned and Alicia could have handled getting blankets and books and stuffies.
 
Yeah Shane had promised Mariya and Nadya ice cream but he could make good on that anytime, hell he could just run to the nearest little corner store and get prepackaged ice cream in close enough flavors for the girls to enjoy it, he definitely didn’t need to drive all the way over to the custom ice cream shop by the highschool where he could get Nadya’s specific favorite flavor and Mariya’s specifically separated out flavor. 
 
None of that was necessary, and Shane didn’t know how to quickly and calmly explain just why it actually very fucking necessary even though he and Ilya were still mired in that ugly, uncertain pre-conversation place where really Shane probably should have just minded his business.  
 
So. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane looked at the floor, at the cupboards, out the window over the sink. “Um. Listen–” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya pulled the pocket door at the kitchen entrance mostly closed, then took two big steps forward and dragged Shane into a hug, “Thank you. Th–thank you for being here for my girls. I know is just a broken arm, and is a clean break, I know it is okay, but I am– it’s ah--” 
 
“Oh.” Shane hugged him back automatically, then, “Oh shit.” he straightened up off the counter and hugged Ilya tighter when he realized Ilya was trembling, shaking, the words coming out choked because he was fighting for composure, fighting to breathe. “Hey hey, it’s okay. The girls are fine.”
 
“Shane.” Tighter. Ilya dug his fingers into Shane’s shoulders and pushed his face into Shane’s shoulder, screwing his eyes shut trying to keep the tears from falling as the stress and rush and worry of the day all came crashing down at once and he was finally safe enough to fall apart. “Fuck. Fuck–!” 
 
“Ilya, it’s okay.” Shane hugged him right back, holding him close and clutching him tight when Ilya made a desperate sort of noise and clung to him. “Hey, it’s– Ilya, look at me.” 
 
He pulled away trying to see Ilya’s face, but Ilya turned away, shaking his head and wiping at his eyes. “Ilya?” 
 
“Sorry.” Ilya mumbled, “Sorry, I am not trying to–” his hands spasmed at Shane’s side, bunching at his shirt before he managed to let go. “Sorry, I know we need to talk. I am not–not pushing boundaries, I am not trying to–” 
 
“Shut up, don’t do that.” Shane rubbed his hands up and down Ilya’s arms, ducking his head trying to find his eyes. “Don’t do that, I don’t care about that. Whatever you and I are doing right now isn’t as important as–” he came in close, bumping at Ilya’s nose trying to coax him up to look at him. “Ilya, listen. Yeah we need to talk, but for right now it’s okay, I’m here, it’s okay.”
 
His lips brushed there and gone at Ilya’s cheek, there and gone at the corner of Ilya’s mouth as he tried to tell him, “Ilya, don’t say sorry, you don’t have to be sorry for being scared. Holy shit, I was scared too, the girls were crying and it was crazy, but it’s okay now, you don't have to--"  
 
Shane didn’t mean to kiss him. Not really. He was trying to stay close, trying to catch Ilya’s eyes and be honest, trying to comfort him cos Ilya was shaking so badly and he didn’t mean to kiss him. 
 
A brush at Ilya’s cheek, at the corner of his mouth, a bump and nudge of noses and then Ilya shook his head, dragged in a breath trying to say something, and the change in position brought their lips together for a half second, split second, for a blink and breath and they both froze.
 
Then.
 
“Fuck.” Ilya lurched forward and kissed him for real, crushing their mouths together and grabbing at Shane’s waist, dragging him into his body. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane kissed him back, digging bruises at Ilya’s shoulders as he clutched him in close, tangling his fingers into Ilya’s hair and pulling at the curls, gasping when Ilya bit at his bottom lip and ordered him, “Open.” and parting his lips beneath the insistent push of tongue to let Ilya in.
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya dove into him like he was starving, groping low over Shane’s ass and then up higher at the flex and shift of muscle in Shane’s back as they backpedaled across the kitchen until they bumped into the cupboards and everything knocked clumsy for a few seconds while Shane tried to adjust so Ilya could angle in between his knees and notch their noses right and rock against him lined up perfect. 
 
“Oh fuck–!” The sting of teeth and wet slide of Ilya’s tongue at his throat made Shane curse and he grabbed for balance at the counter tops, knocking over the cups drying on a mat by the sink and sending them all tumbling to the floor with a crash. “Oh no, shit.” 
 
Quieter that time, his eyes wide and a hand clapped over his mouth as he wrenched back from Ilya and stared towards the partially closed door in a panic. “Fuck, that was so loud.” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya grabbed his chin to turn him back, and  “Shane, please.” covered him in another open mouthed, desperate kiss, sucking at his tongue and dragging at his bottom lip until Shane whimpered and sagged against the counters and melted into it for a long minute. 
 
Eventually, “God, Ilya.” the kiss slowed and Shane pulled away with a quiet gasp, “Holy shit. We um– we–” 
 
Ilya closed his eyes and nodded, breath coming choppy and hands still flexing needy at Shane’s waist. He shuddered when Shane’s fingers traced along his jaw and then up his cheek and under his eye to wipe away a stray tear, then moaned and sank into one more slow kiss, inhaling sharp when Shane’s lips found his and exhaling over a grateful sob when Shane stayed close enough to share air as they parted, closing the barely there distance to rest their foreheads together and squash their noses against one another a little bit. 
 
“Okay okay. You should,” Shane framed Ilya’s face with both his hands, his thumbs sweeping featherlight at Ilya’s cheek, over the moles and beauty marks, along the Cupid’s bow of his top lip, down to his chin where stubble rasped against his fingertips. “You should get back to the girls.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya turned into another pass of Shane’s fingers, dotting a kiss at the tip of his thumb. “Okay.” 
 
“I’m going to go get ice cream.” Shane didn’t move, murmured the words nearly inaudible into the few millimeters between their mouths. “Then to the store to get a new stuffie for the girls for being so brave.” 
 
“You–” Ilya swallowed, shivering when Shane traced the motion with his fingers, stroking down Ilya’s throat and then back up again to cup his cheek. “You spoil them.” 
 
“Says the world’s most push-over Dad.” Shane smiled, and Ilya nudged forward to taste the tilt and curve of it with his tongue. Shane’s breath stuttered and he swayed forward for another real kiss, sucking at the tip of Ilya’s tongue before letting go and sighing, “I gotta go.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya wrapped one hand at the back of Shane’s neck, sweeping his fingers through the strands of dark hair. “Is okay. Go.” 
 
“I’ll come back, though.” Shane took a chance and tapped at Ilya’s necklace, his heart jumping when Ilya nodded and grabbed his wrist to hold him there, permission for Shane to hook his fingers into the delicate chain and stay.
 
“Ilya…” Helpless. Shane didn’t want to go, couldn’t go with Ilya holding his wrist and holding at his neck and pressed up against him from toes to shoulders. 
 
“Shanychka…” Pleading. Ilya didn’t want to let go, couldn’t let go, not when Shane had stepped up to take care of his girls without hesitation and without question and then had stayed strong so Ilya could finally break down over how scared he’d been to see all those calls from the school and the hospital. 
 
“Okay, okay, come here.” Shane shifted against the counter so it wasn’t digging into his back and pulled Ilya into another hug, spreading his hand at the back of Ilya’s head so he’d stay tucked into his shoulder and wrapped into his arms. Ilya took a deep breath, then let it all out at once and sagged into Shane’s frame and Shane held him, handled him, steadied his stance and took all of Ilya’s weight in against his chest. “I’m here. Right here. I’ll stay a little longer.” 
 
Ilya brushed his lips gratefully over the curve where Shane’s shoulder met his neck, then closed his eyes and let the tension drain from his body, finally resting relieved knowing Shane could handle it. 
 
Shane tilted his head a little so he could prop his chin in Ilya’s hair and thought about Dr. Soule, about therapy, about the moment a few weeks previous when she’d suggested that maybe he’d been a quietly safe place for Ilya, a time and presence when Ilya didn’t have to think about his Dad, about Russia, about everything that was going wrong and stressful in his life. 
 
Then he left a kiss on Ilya’s hair, at his temple, angled in to reach Ilya’s cheek, and went back to holding him, hugging him, giving Ilya a place and moment and chance to be safe. 
 
Stay stay stay. Ilya had been mentally pleading for weeks, for months, he’d been pleading it way back then too, the words circling round and round until he thought he’d go insane with it. 
 
And. 
 
“I’ll stay.” Shane answered the unspoken plea out loud, rubbing Ilya’s back and nuzzling into his hair and holding him close. “I’ll stay.” 
 
****
 
It took every bit of Shane’s strength to leave Ilya. He probably wouldn’t have left if Svetlana hadn’t knocked on the kitchen door quiet and apologetic to tell Ilya the girls were asking for him. 
 
Shane didn’t know how long he stood there propped up against the kitchen counters holding Ilya just as close as he could, but at one point Ilya sniffed and asked, “I am too heavy?” and Shane managed a hoarsely emotional, “Fuck off, are you calling me weak?” and they both laughed a little and kept right on hugging. 
 
Eventually, Svetlana rapped at the partially closed kitchen door, tip tapping her nails lightly before pushing it open another few inches and telling them, “Sorry, Coach. I don't mean to interrupt, but Ilyushka, Mariya is asking where you are.” 
 
“I’ll go get ice cream.” Shane let go first. Let go slowly. He dug his fingers into Ilya’s side as he eased his hands away, soothed the slight sting with a pass of his palms at Ilya’s waist and straightened up so Ilya could step back. “Should I pick up some dinner? A pizza or something. I can bring it back with me.” 
 
“That’s so sweet of you, but I already ordered delivery to the house.” Svetlana smiled the littlest bit to herself when Ilya and Shane peeled apart but left their fingers tangled together for a few seconds, separating one digit at a time until only their pinkies were hooked and then finally fell apart and Ilya stepped back all the way. “I ordered extra, Coach Hollander. Plenty for you and Alicia both. When you come back with ice cream for the girls, stay for dinner and eat with us.” 
 
“Maybe.” Shane didn’t take his eyes off Ilya, waiting waiting waiting until Ilya lifted his head all the way and met his gaze, then smiled slow and whole lot less uncertain than he’d been only a few hours previous. “I’ll be back in a little bit, okay?” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya said quietly, and Shane nodded, “See you in a few minutes.” 
 
It took every bit of Shane’s strength to leave. He picked up his phone to distract himself for the somehow endlessly long walk to the front door, updating the Mighty Loons group chat with a quick thank you for everyone’s understanding about the abruptly cancelled practice and a reassurance that Mariya was recovering just fine from her accident and Nadya was shaken up after seeing her sister hurt, but doing okay otherwise. 
 
The drive over to the ice cream shop was interminably long, twenty minutes feeling like twenty hours as he navigated the end-of-work day busy roads and stood in line with the fresh-outta-practice teenagers who all wanted ice cream as well. He got a pint of Nadya’s favorite flavor to go, tipped an absolutely outrageous amount to have the shop attendant separately package all the mix ins for Mariya’s dessert, and purchased a little portable cooler to keep the sweet treats frosty while he finished the rest of his errands. A quick stop into a store secured a wildly printed stuffed gecko that would fit right in with Mayday’s favorite stuffie Otto the Snake, and a sort of astonishingly cute sloth stuffie with arms long enough to velcro hug around Nadya’s neck while she carried Boris the Tiger and Hex the Hedgehog in her arms.
 
Ice cream and stuffies secured, Shane made the unreasonably long drive back to the house on East End while rubbing his leg and bouncing his knee, all but vibrating out of his skin needing to get back to Ilya and to check on the girls.
 
Surely it hadn’t always been this long of a drive, right? Twenty minutes shouldn’t feel like a whole goddamn day on the road, and a little voice that sounded like Dr. Soule in his ear told him to slow down and wait, not to rush until conversations had been had, to take a step back and really consider the implications of his immediate overprotectiveness for the girls and how quickly he’d stepped up to hold Ilya and what it all might mean for the difference between what his head kept trying to logic and discern and process while his heart was already trying to act… 
 
…whatever. It was whatever. Shane pushed the car a little bit faster heading back to the house with ice cream and stuffies secure on the front passenger seat. 
 
Later he’d sit with his thoughts and write out a letter trying to analyze his heart or feelings or emotions or whatever, but first he had more important things to do. 
 
“Uh hey. Sorry, I’m just gonna put the ice cream away…?” Svetlana and Alicia were in the kitchen when Shane let himself back into the house, Alicia sitting at the table and Svetana perched on the countertop, her long legs crossed one over the other as she spoke in quiet Russian into her phone. 
 
And belatedly, as he opened the freezer and shoved the ice cream inside, he realized he probably should have knocked at the front door, probably at least paused at the kitchen entryway and made an attempt to be polite about barging in on the women still picking at what looked like an assortment of Thai food in half a dozen to-go containers. 
 
And belatedly, it occurred to Shane that he’d only been in the house one other time before right then, only one other time for a post-game movie night with Ilya when he’d fallen asleep with his head in Ilya’s lap and then got kissed to the point of incoherence before leaving. Only one other time, so maybe he shouldn’t be strolling through the front door and rummaging through the kitchen and taking up space that wasn’t actually his to occupy. 
 
But. 
 
“Oh, Coach.” Svetlana covered the speaker of her phone and sent him a tired smile. “Hi. I think Masha is asleep again after dinner, but Ilya is still sitting up with Nadya.” she pointed towards the stairs, waggled her fingers in a shoo motion, then went back to her phone call, slipping seamlessly back into Russian as she updated her Papa on the situation. 
 
“Uh, thanks?” Shane nodded his head towards Alicia, who only winked and smiled at him, then gathered up the stuffies and climbed the stairs up towards the girls’ rooms.
 
He’d never been upstairs in the house and didn’t really know what to expect once he got to the top of the stairs, but somehow it was also exactly what Shane had expected Ilya to create as a living space for his girls. 
 
What had previously been two bedrooms, a full bath and a small common area had been opened up into one giant loft with only the bathroom fully walled off and closed in. Load bearing support posts and beams broke up the space where the walls had been removed but the ceiling still needed supported, and every single one of them were wrapped in tiny LED lights, the wires running up along the ceiling and then converging down into an outlet that was most likely controlled by the light switch on the wall above it. 
 
One half of the deconstructed space was all play area, toy chests and dollhouses, blankets and throw pillows all piled by a set of floor to ceiling bookshelves, two desks covered in arts and crafts supplies and a modestly sized TV with a karaoke machine set on a shelf nearby and a huge cabinet of movies to watch. The other half was bedroom space, two twin beds pushed headboard to headboard so the girls could whisper to each other as they fell asleep, lacy canopies draped from the ceiling to cover both bedframes, two huge closets were marked by full length lighted mirrors and stuffed full of clothes. There was a heavily tufted rocker recliner propped by a smaller bookshelf and that’s where Ilya was sitting with Nadya on his lap, slowing rocking his baby back and forth as he kept a close eye on Mariya snoring on her own bed. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane whispered as he came up behind them, and Ilya tilted his head back to see him, a tired little smile crossing his face, “Ty vernulsya domoy?” 
 
“Um.” Shane hesitated when he didn't understand, and Ilya clicked his tongue, “Sorry, I am very tired. You came home. Back. You came back.” 
 
“Yeah. Yeah, I told you I would.” Shane scooted around the big rocker recliner to get to Mariya’s bed, and popped the tag off the newly purchased, brightly colored gecko stuffie before tucking it next to her on the blankets so she’d see it when she woke up. 
 
“Nadya.” He took the tag off the sloth stuffie and crouched down by the recliner, setting his hand at her little leg and waiting until she slow blinked tired eyes at him. “Hi beautiful. Look what I got you.” 
 
“Oh.” Nadya reached for the sloth, hugging it into her chest before curling back in over Ilya’s heart. “He’s so ug-gly. I l-love him. Spasib-b-bo Coach.” 
 
“I thought he was cute.” Shane huffed at her and she smiled, hugging the sloth closer. “N-no. Ugly. I l-love him so much.” 
 
“Then I guess that’s all that matters.” Shane rubbed at her knee gently, then took a deep breath and moved his hand to land at Ilya’s leg, lifting his chin so he could meet Ilya’s blue eyes and swallowing hard when he saw Ilya’s lashes flutter affected by the simple touch. 
 
“Hi.” he said quietly and Ilya nodded a little, adjusting his hold at Nadya so he could wrangle one hand free and cover Shane’s fingers at his leg, “Hi.” 
 
“Don’t worry about meeting me for breakfast, okay?” Shane offered, but Ilya’s gorgeous mouth turned down into immediately upset, “No, Shane. I told you I would make time. I will make time. Is important.” 
 
“I know it’s important.” Shane kept his voice low, stayed crouching down, gripped tighter at Ilya’s leg so he would listen. “I know it’s important. But you should stay with the girls, make sure everyone’s doing okay and then we can meet up in a few days or something, alright?” 
 
“Shane–” Ilya started to protest, but Shane cut him off with a resolute, “Ilya.” then softer, “Ilya.” with his big hand spread wide at Ilya’s knee. “We have time, okay? We have time to figure it out. Nothing’s gonna get fucked up–” he glanced at Nadya and tried again, “messed up because we reschedule after Mayday’s crash.” 
 
“We have time?” Ilya repeated it like a question, like he was checking in, his eyes dimming uncertainly as he lifted his leg up into the heat of Shane’s palm, and Shane pressed at him again, “Yes. Plenty of time."
 
He stood up carefully, wincing when his leg twinged aching after a day of holding both girls in turn for hours at a time. “I’ll call you tonight?” 
 
“Please.” Ilya dropped his head back against the recliner head rest, too tired and emotionally worn out to be anything other than wholly vulnerable, “Please call. But, later. If I text you a good time?” 
 
“Yeah, text me a good time.” Shane nodded, then wet his lips and bent down to kiss Ilya’s forehead, then the very tip of Ilya’s nose as Ilya craned his chin up trying to chase the brief caress. “I’ll call you. But if you get too busy or too tired or whatever, it’s okay. We got time. It’s okay.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya whispered, his eyes flitting to Shane’s mouth then back up again. “Bye, Shane.” 
 
“Bye.” 
 
Shane hurried down the stairs as quietly as he could, avoiding the kitchen and grabbing his coat off the hook as he headed for the door, but just as he got it open and started to step out onto the front porch–
 
“Jane!” Svetlana came out of the kitchen and hurried down the hall towards him, shoving her arms into her coat as she went and all but shooing him through the door and out onto the porch along with her. 
 
“Uh.” Shane blinked at her, then at the door as she closed it behind her and shut them both out into the mid-evening chill. “Did you just call me Jane?” 
 
“Sorry.” Svetlana zipped her coat all the way up, tucking her curly hair into the furred hood and folding her arms over her midsection as she leaned against the porch railing and smiled at him. “Force of habit. You have been Jane to me for so long, way before I knew you were the Shane Hollander, I spent years teasing Ilya about the Jane in his phone making him flustered and smitten, so.” 
 
“So.” Shane blinked at her again. “Um. What uh–” 
 
He shook his head. Tried again. “I wasn’t trying to be rude by leaving without saying good-bye. I just thought–” 
 
“It would be really fucking awkward to pop your head in and say good-bye to Ilya’s baby mama and ex-wife and current best friend?” she finished and Shane’s jaw unhinged at the snarky call out, “Uh–” 
 
“It’s okay.” Svetlana laughed, soft and musical as she shook her head. “It’s okay, please don’t– I am messing with you, but you and I are not friends yet, so of course you don’t get the joke. It’s okay. Please.” 
 
She motioned for him to relax, to lean against the opposite rail like she was. “I just wanted to say thank you.” she put two fingers to her lips and tapped them twice, blowing him one and then two kisses in a motion so reminiscent of Ilya it nearly made Shane choke. “Thank you for being here for my girls. Of course for Masha when she was hurt, but with Nadyushka, too. Today was much less stressful with you here.” 
 
Svetlana leaned forward to hold his gaze, waiting a beat for emphasis, then repeating, “Thank you, Shane. I mean it.” 
 
“Y-yeah.” he answered awkwardly. “Of course. I’m glad I was there at the school, it was just weird timing and–” 
 
“Does he cry with you?” Svetlana asked then, cutting into Shane’s halting explanation with an unexpected question and something melancholy and resigned in her expression. 
 
“Um.” Shane shook his head. “Does who– Ilya? Does Ilya cry with me?” 
 
“Yes.” she tilted her head, watching him closely. “Because he doesn’t with me. Not ever. I’ve watched him lose everything in his life three different times, watched his heart break three different times, but I’ve never seen him cry. He doesn’t do that with me, does he do that with you?” 
 
Shane didn’t answer. Didn’t even open his mouth. Yes, Ilya had cried a little there in the kitchen. Shane had tasted the tears in their frantic kisses, his shirt had been damp at the shoulder where Ilya had hid his face, he’d wiped a few away with his fingers, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. Best friend, ex-wife, baby mama whatever, he set his jaw and didn’t answer because whether or not Ilya cried with him was only for him. Only for them. 
 
Shane’s silence was a louder answer than if he’d come right out and shouted it, and Svetlana’s full lips lifted into a small smile as she nodded knowingly. 
 
“You’re the only one.” The words were devastating in their simplicity. “It’s just you, Shane Hollander. You are the only person Ilya trusts to be strong enough and safe enough for him to be that open. I hope you know how special that is.” 
 
Shane didn’t answer, but he nodded his head just once. Just jerkily in acknowledgment. 
 
“Hm.” Svetlana sniffed a little then, wiping at her eyes and clearing her throat. “You know, when we took the girls for their very first vaccinations? They cried, and Ilya was so upset about it that he shouted at the nurse. Got kicked out of the clinic. He sent her flowers and an apology card the very next day, but I had to take them to every appointment after that because he could not handle seeing and hearing them upset, even for something as simple as a little needle poke.” 
 
“He would drive us.” Svetlana looked off in the distance, her voice dipping affectionate with the long ago memories. “And help carry the girls in, but he’d sit in the car for the appointment and then I would have to drive home because he needed to sit in the back between their car seats and hold their little hands so he knew they were okay. Big dangerous Russian boy, mean hockey player, all those things, but when it comes to the twins…” 
 
She shook her head, then turned to look at him again, “I was scared and worried the entire drive and I know he was too, but he just kept saying that you were here, that you had the girls, you wouldn’t let anything happen to them, so it would be okay. And he was right. So. Thank you.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane’s breath puffed into the cold night air. “Uh yeah. Of course.” 
 
“And I want to say,” she took a deep breath and plunged into the next topic. “I’m glad the two of you found each other again.” 
 
Shane went ramrod stiff, eyes wide and throat closing up and Svetlana grabbed for his hand, clasping it between both of hers as she pleaded, “Please don’t freak out.” 
 
“No.” he denied automatically. “N-no. I’m not freaking out. Not-- nope.” 
 
“No, you’re actually really unsettingly calm right now.” she corrected with a little laugh. “But I’ve been best friends with Ilya for thirty years at this point, I’m very good at pinpointing when one of you boys are just hiding your freak outs. Don’t do that though, it’s fine. I promise it’s fine.” 
 
“Shit.” Shane forced himself to swallow, running his tongue along the inside of his suddenly dry mouth and willing himself to conjure up enough saliva to soothe his suddenly parched throat. “Svetlana–” 
 
“Shane.” Svetlana cut him off with a press at his fingers, then another as she smiled, “Coach. Please. Let me say this.” 
 
Shane stayed very still and very quiet and Svetlana took a moment to gather her thoughts before beginning, “I know this seems messy. Ilya and I and the girls and you. It seems messy and complicated from an outside point of view, I get it. But it’s not. It’s really really not and it certainly doesn’t have to be. I don’t want it to be, not for us and not for the two of you. I promise. It’s not really my business–” 
 
“Feel like it is.” Shane countered faintly. “Feel like this is all really fucking specifically your business.” 
 
“It’s not though.” she insisted. “Because Ilya has always been very private about you. The only reason I know you are Jane is because when he came home to Russia after leaving you, he was so fucked up about it all, he got wasted drunk and told me everything. He didn’t even mean to, he was just too sad to keep it inside anymore, and–” 
 
Svetlana paused, her lips parting curiously when she saw Shane’s confused expression. “You do not know how upset he was after leaving you?” 
 
“I um.” Shane stared down at their joined hands. “I mean. He told me it wasn’t easy. But. I don’t– I’m not–” 
 
“One day when the two of you figure this out.” She said slowly. “I would like if you and I could sit down and have a conversation about Ilya and Russia and the last ten years. Mostly that first six or seven months when he was home, but there are a lot of things I think he hasn’t shared with you about what it was like while he was gone. Once you two have made up your minds to love one another, you and I should talk about it.” 
 
“Once we make up our minds to–” Shane couldn’t get the words out. “If he doesn’t want to tell me those things, then maybe you and I shouldn’t–” 
 
“No, we should.” she interrupted. “Because there are things you need to know, things you should understand about the situation and about Ilya before you keep moving forward with him.” 
 
“If Ilya wanted me to know, then he would tell me–” 
 
“Jane.” That time when she said it, the name sounded like a warning, maybe like a plea. “Every time you texted him, every time you got mad or sad or drunk and decided to text him out of the blue, Ilya got this look on his face that made me worry that day would be the day he followed his Mama right into the bottom of a bottle of pills. That is something he would never tell you, he would be too ashamed, he would not want you to feel guilty about it, and he has worked past it so he thinks he never needs to talk about it, but you need to know so you don’t think he just up and left and never thought about you again. Do you understand?” 
 
Shane tried to recoil, but she held his hand tighter. “Jane. Leaving you broke him. For those first six or seven months, I checked on Ilya every day. I stayed over on the nights he drank himself to sleep because I worried if I wasn’t there, he wouldn’t be there in the morning. He would never burden you with that sort of secret, but you need to know so you don’t ever once doubt how much it hurt him to leave you. Do you understand?” 
 
Shane gaped at her and Svetlana pursed her lips, letting go of his hand and dropping her arms back to her side. 
 
“A lot of that,” quieter, the words heavy with regret. “Is not my story to tell, but because I am Mama to the girls and his best friend, a lot of it is because some of it is my story too. All three of our stories are all mixed up together, going back for years now. So when you are ready, I want to tell you about it. I don’t know all the details about you two, Ilya is private about so many things with you two, but I know enough to recognize how hard it must be for you to see him and us and this life and not feel…” 
 
She chose her next phrasing carefully, “Replaced. And maybe still replaceable. That isn’t the case, and I’m sure Ilya will say whatever he can to prove it, but I have some things to say about that too. If you are ever ready to hear it.” 
 
“But in the meantime,” She took his hand again, smiling wobbly and hopeful at him. “Please talk with him. You have every right to be uncertain and wary of how complicated our situation looks, I get it. By all means, be careful with your heart. But if you can? Please be careful with my best friend’s heart too, hm?” 
 
“I–” Shane squeezed her slim fingers lightly. “I’ll try. Promise.” 
 
“Okay.” Svetlana yanked him into a hug, smothering him in the furred edge of her coat hood as she pulled him in tight. “Thank you again for taking care of my babies.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane hesitated, hesitated, then carefully hugged her back. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to the girls, I um– they’re really special to me.” 
 
“I know they are.” She kissed his cheek, then wiped a smudge of lipstick away with her thumb. “I really fucking appreciate you, Coach Hollander.” 
 
*****
 
Shane’s phone lit up with a text from Lily at close to eleven that night, only a few minutes after he’d finished writing and crossing out, re-writing and scribbling out, re-re-writing and finally being satisfied with his nightly, letter writing homework. 
 
From Lily: Okay to call. If you still want. 
 
From Jane: Yeah, I still want.
 
Shane left the notebook on the kitchen counter and moved to the couch, flopping into his favorite comfortable spot and hugging a pillow in over his lap, closing his eyes and giving himself a minute to breathe before hitting call. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya answered on the first ring and Shane couldn’t help smiling about, “Hey. How are things over there? How are the girls?” 
 
“They are okay.” Over on the East End of Montbonne, Ilya checked up the stairs to make sure he’d remembered to close the door to the twins’ room, then made his way to the kitchen to open a beer and soothe the raspy, exhausted scratch at the back of his throat. “Nadyushka refuses to leave Masha’s side and Sveta will not sleep unless she can keep an eye on them, so we pushed the beds together and everyone is sleeping upstairs tonight.” 
 
“You’re sleeping on the floor?” Shane wanted to know, and Ilya closed his eyes, pinching at the bridge of his nose, “I am not sharing bed with Sveta if that’s what–” 
 
“Fuck. No, that’s not what I meant.” Shane shook his head. “I mean like– I know you. You’re not going to sleep downstairs when the girls are so stressed out. But they’ll sleep better upstairs in their own room, so you’ll sleep up there too. Not on the bed cos that’s super crowded and if anyone needs something, you’ll wake everyone else up trying to get out of bed to get it. So you’ll sleep on the floor so you’re close, but easy enough to jump up and get drinks or snacks or whatever.” 
 
“Ah.” Ilya tossed the bottle cap towards the trash can. “Yes. That is what I am doing. How did you know?” 
 
“It um–” it’s what Shane would do, he realized with a jolt. If he was spending the night at the house, if it were his girls who were hurt, that’s what Shane would do.
 
“It just makes sense.” was what he said. “You know. Logistics wise.” 
 
“Logistics wise.” Ilya chuckled tiredly. “Wow. Boring.” 
 
“Sorry.” Shane winced and Ilya clicked his tongue, “No, is good. I like boring.” 
 
The ‘I like you’ went unspoken but not unheard, ringing loud in the few seconds of silence before Ilya sighed, “Today was a shit day. So stressful.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane agreed quietly. “You’re doing okay now, though?” 
 
“I was better with you here.” Ilya took his beer from the kitchen out to the living room, flopping onto the couch and rolling the cold bottle across his forehead. “And am better now that you called. So yes.” 
 
“And Svetlana.” Shane asked hesitantly, scratching idly at the back of his hand where she’d held on so tight during the nerve wracking porch conversation. “She’s okay?” 
 
“Better with her babies in her arms, yes.” 
 
“Good. Okay.” he hugged the pillow tighter ino his lap. “You uh– you said you had a doctors appointment. One that Svetlana always goes with you for? Is it serious? What um– what’s going on with you?” 
 
Then with a quick inhale, “You don’t have to tell me. If it’s not my business, you can tell me to shut up or whatever. I don’t meant to be nosy.” 
 
“No, is okay.” Ilya didn’t really want to talk about it, but it was such a relief to have Shane asking about him, such a relief to know without a doubt that Shane could handle the information, that he nodded to himself and forced the words out. “It was ah, at the Memory Disorder Center in Toronto. I take tsts and scans and exams. Everything. Checking for early signs of dementia.” 
 
“...dementia.” Shane’s stomach plummeted. “Like what your Dad had?” 
 
“Da, like my Papa.” Ilya stared up at the ceiling, mentally tracing the squiggly drywall texture as he explained, “Is preventative. To catch anything early. Svetlana comes with me because it stresses me too much and if anything was ever wrong with tests, she would understand. She was there with me for Papa so she knows… you know. Nothing has been wrong yet, but maybe there will be one time. I want to know as early as possible.”
 
“Okay.” Shane screwed his eyes shut tight, biting at the inside of his cheek. “Fuck, Ilya. That sucks. You do that every year? Shit.” 
 
“My Mama killed herself, Shane.” Ilya didn’t think he’d ever said that out loud to anyone. Irina’s death had been a taboo topic growing up, Svetlana had always known so Ilya never had to explicitly say it, and even with his therapist he’d said things like his Mama had been sad and then she’d been gone, never that she’d done it herself, that she’d gotten lost and hopeless and gave up. 
 
Maybe he'd said it to Shane before, in the messy aftermath of their not date as he scrambled to explain, but maybe not. Ilya made sure to say it then, trusting again for the third, fourth, fifth time that day that Shane could handle it, that Shane wouldn’t flinch away and leave him alone with the weight of it. 
 
“My Mama,” he cleared his throat. “She was too sad by the end, too sad to keep trying anymore. And my Papa forgot himself, got lost in his own head. Maybe both things are genetic, maybe not. But I am trying to make sure I do not do those things to my girls. I do not want to be so sad I give up, and I do not want to forget myself and them. So."
 
“Jesus, Ilya.” Shane didn’t know what else to say. What the fuck else was there to say? “I wish–” 
 
He stopped. Braced himself. Ignored the Dr. Soule sounding part of his brain that told him to wait and think about it, and listened to the part that sounded like his Dad telling him to risk it, and blurted, “I wish I was there. This feels like a face to face conversation, not one for the phone. Like it would be better if I was… there.” 
 
“Lots of things would be better if you were here, yes.” Ilya smiled a little, pressing a hand to his stomach when it went fluttery like butterflies, pressing a hand to his heart when it twisted up aching and missing Shane all over again. “But you were here earlier and it helped. Thank you.” 
 
“Yeah, of course.” Shane answered automatically, but Ilya persisted, “No, really. Spasibo, Shanychka. For everything today. For Masha and sitting with Nadyushka and staying with me.” 
 
He took a long swallow of the beer and sighed out wearily. “I was very scared when the hospital called, but I knew they would be okay with you.” 
 
“I tried.” Shane said in a near whisper and Ilya sat up on the couch, holding the phone closer to his ear to tell him, “Is everything to me that you care about the girls. Some days are very heavy for me, taking care of twins and raising them mostly alone and trying to make sure they are safe. But then you are here.” 
 
Shane’s sharp inhale on the other end of the other end of the line made Ilya smile again, and he softened his voice further, “Then you are here and everything is better. The girls love you and I–” he hummed quietly, “You are so good with them. Thank you for that.” 
 
“Of course.” Shane said again, and meant it clear down to his fucking bones. “So listen. Do you want,” he plucked at the embroidered stitching on the pillow. “Do you want me to sit with you again? Like on the phone. Do you want me to stay on while you smoke or something? We don’t have to talk but I could– I could sit with you. I could be here. If you wanted.” 
 
Ilya was already standing up from the couch, already heading back to the kitchen to get his super secret cigarettes from the stash spot way up high on the counter. “Will you?” 
 
“For sure.” Shane confirmed and Ilya grabbed his coat and unlocked the back door, stepping out onto the porch and into the frigid night air, “Okay.” 
 
“Okay?” Shane waited, but there was no answer from the other side, just the rustle of cloth and what sounded like the squeak of a door opening, a fuzz of air like Ilya had stepped outside and then the quiet but unmistakable sound of a lighter clicking on. 
 
Click click click fzzzhhh…
 
A crackle as the end of a cigarette lit. A slow breath as Ilya took a deep drag in. Pause. A smoky inhale and a smothered cough and a low sigh. 
 
Then, “Shane.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane leaned into the back of the couch, resting his head on the cushion and closing his eyes. “Yeah, I’m here.” 
 
“Okay.” 
 
They sat in shared silence, miles and miles away from one another but connected anyway, unconsciously timing their breaths synchronized as Ilya stared up through the smoky haze at the glittering night sky and Shane kept his eyes closed and the phone sandwiched between the couch cushion and his ear, fidgeting first with the embroidery on the pillow and then with the frayed edges at the bottom of Ilya’s pajama pants that he hadn’t necessarily purposefully grabbed from his pajama drawer but also maybe purposefully put back on top in the drawer every time he washed them. 
 
Ilya smoked the whole cigarette gone, took his time and drew it out and sank into the sound of Shane breathing in his ear, but when he finally had to concede it done and ash out the butt, he cleared his throat and said quietly, “All done.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane shook himself from a dazed stupor, prying his eyes open and fumbling for a nearby water bottle so he could take a few sips and clear the fog from his mind. He hadn’t been asleep, not really, but something about the shared silence and synced breathing and knowing Ilya was existing in that in between space, yes far away but also right there in his ear had left Shane a little bit… drifty… and he took a couple more sips, holding the water in his mouth and swallowing slow until he felt like everything in his head and body was back online again. 
 
“Okay.” he said again. “I’m still here.” He pushed a hand through his hair, shoving it back from his face. “Listen, Ilya. About the breakfast thing–” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya’s voice was raspy from the smoke, rough from exhaustion, deep and rumbling as he said, “Shanychka. I will make time for you.” 
 
“I know you will.” The bass pitch of Ilya’s voice made Shane shiver a little. Fuck. “No, I know you will. But I was thinking.” 
 
“Shane–” 
 
“Just let me say this.” he cut in. “I wanted to talk face to face about this stuff and yeah, I think we still should. But my therapist told me to write you letters so I could get everything I wanted to say down on paper and I thought–”
 
“I do not want to have a planned and scripted conversation, Shane.” Ilya hated that idea immediately. “No, I do not want–” 
 
“Would you just shut the fuck up for a second!” Shane snipped and Ilya’s mouth clicked shut in audible surprise. “No, I mean.” Shane groaned. “Sorry about that–” 
 
“You are not sorry.” Ilya huffed a laugh at him. “Bozhe moy, you are so mean sometimes. Mean girl Shane Hollander.” 
 
“Well fucking listen and I won’t have to be mean.” Shane knew his smile was obvious in his voice, could tell when Ilya laughed just softly at him again. It felt so goddamn good to snap and snark and laugh at each other, Shane ached with instantly needing more. 
 
But before he could have more, they actually had to talk, so–
 
“I’ve been writing letters to you, as therapy homework.” he started again. “Stuff about us. Vegas. About being here, the kids and Svetlana, all of it. And I was thinking, maybe I could text you the letter I wrote tonight. It’s everything I wanted to talk about at breakfast but this way I could write it down and make sure it was right. Make sure I was saying it the right way so there’s no more misunderstandings.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya agreed cautiously. “No more misunderstandings would be a good thing.” 
 
“Right. So if I can text it to you,” Shane worried at the inside of his cheek nervously. “Then I can say it all when it’s still fresh in my mind, but you can read it when you actually have time to focus on it, when things are a little less crazy at home. And then when you’re ready, we can talk about it.” 
 
He paused, then admitted ruefully, “I was ready to talk face to face with you, I swear. But today in the kitchen I only managed to say like two things before we started making out, so clearly I don’t stand a chance trying to have a full conversation with you with out like– like taking off your pants or something.” 
 
“Hm, was nice making out in kitchen.” Ilya laughed again, slow and soft. “But yes. Is hard to talk about important things when we are close enough to kiss. We have learned this.” 
 
“So…?” Shane prompted, and Ilya nodded, “Okay. Yes. Text me your letter. I will read it.” 
 
“Not tonight.” Shane reminded him quickly. “Don’t read it tonight. Get some sleep and spend some time with the girls and let me know when you’re ready to talk. Cos I’m ready. I know I wasn’t for a long time but I am now. So. I can wait until you’re ready too.” 
 
“Oh.” The open acceptance and confidence from Shane was sort of breathtaking and Ilya had to take a moment before he could nod and answer, “Okay. I will let you know.” 
 
“Okay.” Fuck Shane wished he was standing there in the East End house so he could kiss Ilya goodnight. “Bye, Ilya.” 
 
“Sladkikh snov, lyubimyy.” 
 
They hung up and Shane got up to find his notebook again, flipping back through the letters and reading through bits and pieces of different ones, turning pages and tapping his pen at certain lines until he made it back to the letter he’d written that night. 
 
He crossed out the line asking if Ilya needed him, then picked his phone back up and started to text. 
 
From Jane: I’ve written a lot of these letters to you. My therapist told me to write everything down and then cross out things I didn’t need to say to you and to keep going until I was writing the same important things over and over, and that’s what I should say to you. 
 
From Jane: So that’s what I’m doing. There’s a lot of other shit for us to talk about but all of it can wait until after we talk about this: 
 
From Jane: You invited me home for Christmas and I panicked because it reminded me that you have a whole big established life and I don’t know where I fit in to it. I don’t know IF I fit in to it. I want to. I want to be part of your life, but I don’t want to be the part of your life that can be crammed in and then lifted out, or fit in for a little bit and then erased, I don’t want to be replaceable. 
 
From Jane: It feels like you replaced me with Svetlana. I know that sounds jealous and insecure, but whatever. It’s how I feel. And sometimes I think if I hadn’t shown up in Montbonne, maybe you NEVER would have texted me. You have every right to be wrapped up in life as a dad, I’m not mad that you’re dedicated to the bakery, I can’t be mad about Svetlana and your life moving on because my life moved on too… but I’m freaked out thinking that maybe this is all a coincidence, not because you chose me and wanted me but because it was suddenly EASY to get back together cos we both ended up here in the same place. 
 
From Jane: My dad says just because something is easy doesn’t mean it’s fake or a scam. He says sometimes things are easy because they are meant to be. Sometimes it’s as simple as two kids who are getting a second chance to be together. 
 
From Jane:  My Dad believes in fairy tales and happily ever afters. I don’t know if I believe in fairy tales, but I DO know I’m ready to  risk something insane for a chance at happily ever after with you. 
 
From Jane: But first I have to know. 
 
From Jane: Am I the replaceable part of your life?
 
From Jane: You said you planned Vegas. 
 
From Jane: If this version of life gets messy, are you planning to leave me behind and break my heart again? 
 
Shane typed it all out, then made himself turn his phone off and leave it in the living room so he could get some sleep instead of obsessively reading and re-reading the texts and berating himself for not phrasing something exactly right or second guessing his choices or waiting to see if Ilya had read them. 
 
Shane made himself go to bed and go to sleep with his phone turned all the way off and left out on the kitchen counter. 
 
Ilya sat on the couch in the downstairs living room and read every text as it came through, then went upstairs to kiss the girls goodnight and stretched out on his makeshift floor bed to read them again and again and again. 
 
Eventually he reached for one of Nadya’s little sketch books, flipped to the back to find some blank pages, then started over reading the texts from Shane, pausing so he could scribble down his thoughts. 
 
He worked at it until his vision blurred and his fingers started cramping, but just before he finally succumbed to the exhaustion of the day, Ilya swiped over to the alarm app on his phone and set one for five a.m. 
 
Five a.m., so he’d have plenty of time to get up, get showered and get into town to meet Shane for an early morning skate...
 
...share a letter of his own. 
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
Ho-ho-holy rewritten chapter, Batman. The original scope and outline for this chapter was only meant to be about 8k words, short and dramatic and emotional but it just wasn’t working right, so I scrapped 7k words and started from the beginning and boy howdy, I’m in love with how it turned out. 
 
Let’s take it from the top: 
 
The dementia clinic appointment. This is very much something I would do. Obsessive preventative measures, early screening attempts, the stress of waiting on answers would still soothe my anxiety about not knowing and no, it's probably not healthy but we all cope the best way we can, right? 
 
Shane being interested in restarting an annual tournament? My oh my. Also him snapping at McMurry (how'r'ya'now?) that Nadya talks just FINE as he's sprinting down the hall to get to the girls? We love him being so immediately protective of them in all things. 
 
Sorry for the kiddo related angst, but it's exactly Mayday coded to see the big kids building an ice jump and then just cow-a-bungo-ing the shit outta it. The way she internalizes her hurt and fear while Nadya is the loud one, then the girls self soothing/calming each other by rubbing at their ears?? Shane doing it to Nadya in the hospital, then Ilya and Svetlana doing it too? He is already so intune to their little family, already fits in so so well. 
 
That kiss in the kitchen. Boy howdy. The sad moment to slutty kiss to exhausted needy hug trope gets me every single time. Ilya's internal monologue begging Shane to stay, and Shane realizing this is one of those moments where he is SAFE for Ilya is so beautiful. 
 
Caring for the twins being what makes Shane brave enough to act-- he's so secure in how much he cares about them that he wants to be there for them whether Ilya is in the picture or not. He's buying booster seats. He knows their ice cream orders and their stuffie themes. Stepping up for them gives enough answers about his emotional investment/how he DOES want to stay and be part of this life, that he doesn't need to rush and have that conversation with Ilya, that security and certainty brings along the chance for time, to make purposeful steps forward instead of rushing OR instead of freezing and backing away out of fear. 
 
The porch conversation with Svetlana: this is the first of a couple intense conversations they will have together. At this moment where Hollnov is on the cusp of The Big Conversation, I wanted Shane to hear it from someone vey closely connected to the situation that NO Ilya hadn't ever gotten over him, that it had hurt him every day to have hurt Shane. Ilya not being willing to share those struggles out of shame/guilt feels on brand for him (and me, hi, i'm the problem) and no, it's not all Svetlana's story to tell, but it is important for Shane to have that context.
Honorable Mention: Ep 5 Russian phone call parallel with Shane sitting quiet on the phone halfway to subspace just listening to Ilya on the other end. Fucking spectacular. I love that little scene so much. 
 
The letter-- I rewrote it so many times trying to trim it down to exactly what needed to be said. They will have so many (SO MANY) convos later, so not everything needed to be addressed in the text but "I feel like I was replaced" "I'm willing to risk it for a happily ever after with you" "if life gets messy are you going to leave me behind again" are such important statements/questions.
 
Coming Up! Early morning honesty, the long awaited conversation, Shane being brave and Ilya being the most vulnerable we've seen him and oh my godddddd it's gonna be so good. 
 
Thanks for reading, thanks for commenting, I am having the most fun hanging out in Montbonne with y'all. 







      

  












      Chapter 14: The Quiet Part (say it out loud)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Deep breath.

Everybody ready?

Here we go.








  
Montbonne Community Ice Rink
 
Shane dragged himself out of bed at 5 a.m. for his usual morning skate. He got dressed in his usual comfortable clothes and ate his usual protein bar as he grabbed his bag and headed for the car, and decidedly didn’t turn on his phone to check and see if there were any messages until he’d made it clear into town, around to the side entrance of the building and parked in his usual spot. 
 
There were no texts. No notifications. No missed calls or voicemails. 
 
Well. No. There was a missed call and voicemail, Hayden had called at almost midnight sounding exhausted and a little bit drunk. The team had won, the press conference had been crazy, they actually had a shot at the Cup and Hayden wanted to make sure Shane knew he was missed, that the ice and team and glory wasn’t the same without him. He called to let Shane know he missed him, he loved him, it had sure been nice when they’d been talking on the phone once a week for a while there, he didn’t know what had happened over January or why Shane had sorta disappeared, but he’d love to hear from him. 
 
From Shane: Miss you, bud. Congrats on the game. Love to you and the fam. Call me Thursday, practice is over at 7, I’ll be home the rest of the night. 
 
There were other notifications too– emails Shane wasn’t going to answer, a message from his Mom about some fancy watch company that had wanted to work with him a couple years ago but couldn’t afford his prices, they still wanted to work with him now that he was retired and hopefully accepting more modest brand sponsorships? 
 
No. Shane wasn’t interested in modeling watches. 
 
From Shane: I’m not interested in modeling watches, Mom. Thanks for letting me know about it, though.
 
There was something from his accountant, tax paperwork and 2024 dividend payments from his investments, something about a rental contract he needed to look over…
 
Okay so there were texts and notifications and missed calls and voicemails on his phone. 
 
Just nothing from Lily.
 
“Okay, that’s okay.” Shane had told Ilya not to read the messages, to get some rest and spend time with the girls instead. He’d told Ilya to take the time and think it through, to let him know when he was ready to talk, it was crazy to think Ilya would have promptly read everything and then spam texted a whole response, or called him half a dozen times trying to have the conversation right then and there. That would be too much, too rushed, utterly crazy, right? 
 
Right. 
 
Shane didn’t let the silence from Ilya bother him. He’d said they had time and he meant it. No rush, no hurry, Shane laced into his skates and took to the ice for a few easy laps, tilting his head back and closing his eyes as he glided from blue line to blue line, dropping his shoulders and popping his neck and breathing. 
 
A couple easy laps loosened up his muscles and on his next pass past the players bench, Shane snagged his stick from leaning against the boards and leaned far over to take a puck out of the half full bucket by the door. He tossed it out onto the ice and went after it, catching it with the tip of his stick and falling into a familiar handling pattern, back and forth as he skated the length of the rink up and down, back and forth and up and down and breathing.
 
No rush. No hurry. Ilya had his hands full with a hurt Mariya and a hysterical Nadya. With Svetlana most likely staying at the house for at least the rest of the week. With all the parental themed stress that came along with a hurt kiddo, Shane couldn’t even imagine. 
 
…he could sort of imagine. Maybe. He thought the way his stomach had twisted, how his heart had raced and his head had gone muffled for a few seconds of panic was sorta kinda at least a little bit of what Ilya and Svetlana had felt hearing about Mariya. Shane wasn’t a parent, but god he adored those girls and if it was him at home trying to make sure the twins were sleeping off the harrowing day, he wouldn’t have texted or called or anything either. 
 
Shane coasted around the shadowy corners at the far end of the rink and sent the puck flying towards center ice with a quickly powerful snap, then chased it down, his skates scrush-scrush-scrushing as he cut into the glossy surface moving fast to through the pale yellow glow of the always on emergency lights, smiling as he caught up and got it back under control. 
 
Breathe. 
 
Breathe. 
 
Corner and shadows and rotate backwards breathe. Criss cross, scrush-scrush-scrush, blue line to blue line breathe. Yellow lights and pale glow and pivot front to catch the puck and breathe.
 
Breathe. 
 
Breathe. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane skidded to a stop close to the boards when he came around the corner, came into the light, and caught movement by the bleachers. 
 
Ilya. 
 
“Hey.” Shane hadn’t really expected any Lily notifications on his phone but he definitely hadn’t expected Ilya to show up at six a.m. to watch him skate. “What are you doing here? Is everything okay?” 
 
“Yes. Everything is okay.” Ilya smiled small and tired and hopeful as he held up his skate bag. “Is there room for me out there?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane said, “Yes.” and didn’t hesitate to unlatch the door and open it wide in permission and acceptance. “Yeah. Come skate with me.” 
 
“Okay.” 
 
Ilya looked exhausted, faint bags under his eyes and the muscle in his jaw ticking like he’d ground his teeth together all night, his hair flat and eyes heavy lidded dull. His fingers fumbled a little on the laces as he put his skates on, but once he got out onto the ice with his stick at the ready, he offered Shane another one of those small, hopeful smiles and inclined his head down the ice with a questioning lift to his eyebrows. 
 
Yeah. Shane didn’t say it out loud that time, but Ilya heard it anyway. Yes. An unspoken question and an easily given answer, no words were necessary.
 
They needed lots of words, the two of them needed to use a lot of words to get through the tough conversations and the what ifs of what was coming next, but when they were on the ice together moving through practice drills and stick handling patterns they’d done hundreds and thousands of times for hundreds and maybe thousands of games, they didn’t need words at all. 
 
Shane moved first, skating out ahead of Ilya then pivoting around and passing the puck to him. Ilya intercepted it, sent it left then right, back and forth and up to Shane again. Shane caught it, moved it, sent it back. Ilya lifted his chin as a warning and Shane skated backwards into the upcoming corner without checking for the boards, keeping the lines in his periphery to gauge distance and his eyes on the puck as Ilya moved it back and forth and then towards him again. 
 
In and out of the shadows. Back and forth and sending the puck. Skates scraping and sticks tapping and they stayed a set distance apart, worked through the long established exercises  with the sort of unconscious ease that came with years of knowledge.  Blue line to blue line and further to the goalie crease, and it was almost mindless, almost instinctive, Shane pivoted and Ilya sped up to match him, they reversed positions and then it was Shane who made a barely there motion, nothing more than a dart of his eyes over Ilya’s shoulder when the corner came fast and the curving boards loomed and Ilya saw it, clocked it, adjusted into it so they could keep going. 
 
They didn’t talk. Only moved and matched and made their way around the rink, past the lines, around the corners and behind the crease skating in easy tandem and pensive, weighted silence. 
 
When Shane’s watch alarm beeped at seven a.m. to signal the hour over, Ilya scooped up the puck and Shane held the door open at the boards for him to step off the ice. Sticks were leaned against the bleachers and Shane had brought a water bottle of his own, of course he had, but he still took a drink from the one Ilya handed to him, tilting his head back and taking a couple large swallows before giving it back. 
 
Ilya smiled about it, crooked and brief and sweet like he was remembering a hectic October night way back before when a no-words-spoken race on exercise bikes had ended with a shared water bottle and a charged silence and the simmering shimmering mutual knowledge that something–everything– could change right that second if one of them was brave enough to break the silence and speak up. 
 
So. 
 
“How are the girls?” They sat side by side on the bottom row of the bleachers to take their skates off, yanking at laces and shaking out towels to wipe the boots and blades down. “Did they get any sleep last night?” 
 
“They are okay. Tired.” Ilya balled up his thick skating socks and reached for regular socks so he could put his shoes on. “Masha does not like to sleep on her back and is uncomfortable and Nadyushka woke up worried every time her sister woke up, so everyone is exhausted. But everyone is okay.” 
 
“You didn’t have to meet me.” Shane reminded him quietly, carefully, gently. “I told you we had time and I meant it. You could have waited until you were less tired or things weren’t as crazy at home, or–” 
 
“I do not want to wait, I am tired of waiting.” Ilya cut in bluntly. “And I wanted to see you. That is okay?” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane swallowed. Nodded. “Yeah. That’s okay. I wanted to see you too. So. I’m – I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
“Okay.” 
 
They finished putting their skates away in silence, wiping everything down and zipping it all into their bags. Shoes went on, the water bottle was passed back and forth until it was empty, and then they sat side by side for a few minutes, Ilya with his hands clasped between his knees and head hanging, Shane with his hands braced on the bench, his fingers spread and pinky stretched almost far enough to touch Ilya’s leg. 
 
The rink was still and quiet, the air cold and dry, the only noise the low frequency hum of the massive cooling systems vibrating barely discernible through the floors, and the buzz and flicker of lights far above their heads. The hush of it settled heavy at their shoulders, cottoned at their ears as if the entire building was holding its breath waiting and it was weird– it was eerie how the pressure of the stillness was loud and unignorable and intrusive between them despite sitting only a few inches apart, despite Shane’s pinky being barely a centimeter away from the warmth of Ilya’s body. 
 
Then. 
 
“You texted a letter because if we talk for too long, we make out.” Ilya pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and tapped it on his palm a few times. “And is true, I cannot not want to kiss you. So I wrote a letter, except I am going to,” 
 
Tap tap tap. Ilya hesitated, tapping the letter at his palm another few times. “I want to read it to you.” 
 
Shane inhaled like he was going to say something or suggest something or ask something, and Ilya shook his head quickly to hush him, “No. Shanychka, I need to say these things, but if I look at you for too long, I will lose my words. And English is hard,” he motioned to his temple. “When my head is loud. So I wrote in Russian and tried to translate but it not everything is the same in both languages.” 
 
He shook his head. “I do not want miscommunications. So I will read it to you. It is long, because I think I have not been saying what I should for a long time, so now I will say all of it and you will listen and maybe.” 
 
Ilya ran his tongue along the inside of his bottom lip nervously. “Maybe something in here will be the right thing to say to fix this. To fix us.” 
 
Again, with his blue eyes flicking over towards Shane uncertainly, “I will read it and you will listen.” 
 
“Okay.” The waver in Ilya’s deep voice made Shane’s heart clench. “Okay. Y-yeah. You read it and I’ll listen.” 
 
Ilya smoothed the pages out on his knees a couple times, fussing with the folded corners and frowning at the crumpled edges. He was jittery, and agitated, obviously anxious about the letter and upcoming conversation, and the honest vulnerability was so endearing and humbling that Shane moved without thinking, gave in to the swoopy butterfly feeling in his stomach and reached for Ilya’s hand to link their fingers together, rubbing his thumb over Ilya’s knuckles for a few soothing seconds. 
 
It was going to be alright. Nothing Ilya was going to say could be scarier than Shane admitting how much he was willing to risk for the chance at a happily ever after. Ilya wouldn’t have shown up to skate, wouldn’t be trembling nervous to read him a letter if this was it, if they were done, if his answer to all of Shane’s scariest questions about being replaceable and inevitable heartbreak was yes. 
 
It was going to be alright. Shane held Ilya’s hand and traced the old scars from knuckles busted countless times and waited. They had time. It was alright. 
 
“Mmm.” Ilya visibly calmed beneath the touch, his broad shoulders dropping and the antsy bounce of his knee slowing until it stopped. He pressed at Shane’s fingers once, twice, then pulled away to hold the letter with both hands and took a deep breath. 
 
“Okay.” He cleared his throat. “Okay. First. Svetlana and I do not sleep together.” 
 
Shane sucked in a sharp breath and Ilya hurried to read the rest of that particular paragraph, the thing he thought was the most important to get out of the way because Svetlana was staying at the house and he needed Shane to know. He needed Shane to not worry. 
 
“We have not been together like that,” he made a vague motion. “Since a long time before the separation. We got married because of the girls, because life was scary and difficult and there were worse things than marrying my best friend, helping her raise little ones.” 
 
Ilya hated this part, hated how much it felt like an insult to his best friend to admit their marriage had been more or less convenient, mostly a sham, definitely a means to an end for an easier path to citizenship. Svetlana had no problem talking about the reality of their relationship but Ilya always thought maybe– maybe the woman who had been there for him always deserved more than being called convenient. 
 
But Shane deserved more than worrying about any sort of lingering…thing… between he and Svetlana, so Ilya cleared his throat again and soldiered on. 
 
“Leaving Russia meant we were done.” he said next. “We decided that together. We stayed long enough to secure the next part of our lives and then separated. I love her,” his voice shook. “I love her because she is my best friend and Mama to my girls. She will always be important to me and in my life, but not as ex-wife. Not as ex-girlfriend. Just as Sveta. Do you understand?” 
 
“…yes.” Faintly. Shane hadn’t known where Ilya would start with his letter, but a dissection and discussion of his and Svetlana’s relationship hadn’t been it. Still, it was nice to hear out loud from Ilya even if he’d already heard it from Svetlana, so Shane nodded, “Yeah. I understand.” 
 
“When we travel, is only with adjoining rooms or a sofa bed.” Ilya stated. “When she is home in Montbonne, her clothes are in spare bedroom and she sleeps upstairs with the girls for sleepovers. I did not think you worried she slept in my bed, but maybe you did, so now– now you know. Yes?” 
 
“Okay.” Now Shane knew, and the ball of tension that had lodged in his chest right around the first time Ilya had off handedly mentioned getting a hotel with Svetlana and the girls in the city finally loosened. “Um. Thanks for telling me.” 
 
“Sveta dates a lot and we laugh about it. She tells me almost everything and we make fun of  stupid boys and high maintenance women.” Ilya smiled a little. “She has very bad taste in men and women, or maybe she is just too picky. I do not know. But we laugh about it alot.” 
 
Then, seriously.  “We do not laugh about you, Shane.” 
 
He turned enough to find Shane’s eyes and hold his gaze. “You and I are private. How you are with me, I keep that here.” he tapped two fingers at his chest, at his heart. “Always. Even before Vegas. You were always,” he tapped at his chest again. “Right here. Just for me.” 
 
“Oh.” Svetlana had said the same thing, but hearing it from Ilya left Shane tongue tied speechless. “That’s– Ilya–” 
 
“Listen.” Ilya ordered. 
 
Shane shut his mouth and listened. 
 
“I did not want to break your heart in Vegas.” Ilya moved his finger on the page to keep his place, scanning what he’d written in Russian and then the English translation beneath it as he tried to say it all the right way. “I told you this. I wanted you to hate me, not be sad about me. I knew I would be sad, but I have been very sad about a lot of things for a long time so I added you to the list of sad things and decided it would be okay. ” 
 
“Everytime you texted me you were angry.” He chewed at the inside of his lip. “So I though you did not miss me like I missed you. But then you would text me drunk and sad and I thought I should text back to check on you.” 
 
Ilya turned the page over, rubbing at his eyes. “But the longer I waited, the worse it seemed. Like you would be mad for me waiting so long, so I waited longer and it– it was too long. I am sorry. Then Sveta is pregnant and we are married, and what piece of shit man texts ex boyfriend when he has wife and kids at home? I could not text you as only friends, so it was unfair to Sveta. We were only married for the girls, but it still felt bad. Like cheating.” 
 
He hesitated, darting a quick glance in Shane’s direction. “Before. When I was with other people between seeing you. That was different. I think is different when married. Not because you were not important, but–” 
 
“I get it.” Shane got it. “You don’t have to apologize for being faithful in your marriage. Ilya. What you and I were doing back before was not,” he shook his head. “We were never said we were exclusive or whatever, so--"
 
“If it matters.” Ilya said hoarsely. “If it…helps. For a long time before your condo and for a long time after I went home to Russia, I did not ah– I did not.” he emphasised it that time. “With anyone. Not even Sveta.” 
 
“Before my condo?” Shane asked incredulously and Ilya nodded, his expression careful, “Yes. You were the only one for a long time. Because it was important.” 
 
“Wow.” Shane had to blink blink blink the sting of tears from his eyes so he could nod. “That’s– wow. Okay.” 
 
“Then we are here again.” It took Ilya a minute to look away from Shane, from the wet in his dark eyes and the tremble in his full lips, but he went back to the letter and focused so he could say all the important things and maybe– maybe fix it. Maybe fix them. “Driving distance to you. But it had been a long time and you did not text much anymore and when you were hurt, I thought I would be the last person you would want to hear from. You needed friends and family, and I was not friends. Not family. It would seem like pity, I think, and you never wanted pity.” 
 
“N-no.” It had been the pity and sympathy, the head tilts and clicked tongues, everyone being so so sorry for Shane’s career crashing and burning that had driven him away from his life, clear up to Montbonne, damn near into the frigid lake to call it all over. “I definitely didn’t want pity.”
 
“I should have checked on you anyway.” Ilya shook his head. “I am sorry.” 
 
“It’s okay.” Ilya was there now. Had been there for the anniversary. It had been a year and Shane wasn’t angry about that anymore. “You’re here now, right?” 
 
“I am here now, yes.” A tiny smile, just the corner of Ilya’s mouth lifting up. “And you are here now, too. But you said in text that maybe I only want you because it is easy to be together now?" 
 
“I did say that, yeah.” Shane’s heart started pounding, the first prickle of apprehension skittering at his skin. “I– I um– it feels like maybe–” 
 
“When we moved to Montbonne, you were at top of your career.” Ilya touched his arm briefly, there and gone to hush him. “I had little girls, was dealing with immigrant things and working on divorce. We had nothing except–” he checked the paper, frowning at one of the words that had smeared in his late night exhaustion. “Except nostalgia, yes? Nothing that made sense to fit together. Timing was wrong, our places in life were too different, it would not have worked. But then you were here. And it was a second chance, right?” 
 
“Definitely.” Shane agreed with a short nod. “A second chance or third chance or whatever chance we’re on, yeah.” 
 
“I was a coward.” Ilya told him steadily. “Too afraid of bad timing and all the things I didn’t know to reach out. But being afraid, does not make me wanting you any less real.” 
 
“I don’t think you don’t want me, Ilya.” 
 
“But you think I replaced you. Think I will leave you behind again. But no.” Ilya swept his fingers at Shane’s jaw and Shane turned towards him instinctively, helplessly, unable to look away as Ilya leaned in and said firmly, “You are not replaceable Shane. You were not replaced.” 
 
“F-fuck.” Shane gulped. “No?” 
 
“You say it like the picture of my life is complete and you are,” He made a vaguely fleeting motion. “cut from a magazine and taped in. Easy to stick on or toss away, easy to swap out and throw away. No. Is not true. It is like–” 
 
Ilya muttered a curse and went back to the letter, trying to find where he left off so he could keep his thoughts in order. 
 
“Before.” he jabbed a thumb over his shoulder to mean back then, back before, back when the most complicated thing about life had been keeping their secret. “I had Svetlana and hockey. That was it. No family, no friends yet, only Svetlana,” he held two fingers. “And hockey.” 
 
“Then you.”  A third finger. “I had Sveta and hockey and you and that was my whole life. When Papa got sick and I left– I thought I had to leave, Shane. I thought it was the right choice. I did.” 
 
“I know.” Shane whispered. “I know you did.” 
 
“I left.” Ilya’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “And all I had was Sveta. Hockey was gone and you were gone but you were not replaced. The space here that is yours,” he tapped his chest again. “Stayed empty. Life changed, the girls came and we moved but the whole time, your spot,” again at his chest. “Stayed empty. I was too scared to call you and too selfish to let you go all the way, so that was it. Just empty for ten years.” 
 
“Now life changes again and you are back here,” he waved his hand towards the rink and then towards the doors, gesturing at the sleepy town outside the arena, then tapped at his heart, “and right here. Not replaced, not crammed in, only back where you belong. To me, you just belong. You fit. Same place you always did, but better because we are better now. And permanent because now we can be permanent.” 
 
“Not replaced.” Shane echoed shakily,  “Not– not replaceable?” 
 
“Always right here.” Ilya flattened his palm to his heart. “I promise. It was always you.” 
 
“Holy shit.” he whispered. “You say it like that and it all sounds like—"
 
It sounded like I love you. Shane thought maybe Ilya was looking him in the eye and telling him he loved him, oh fuck. 
 
“It sounds really fucking simple.” He finished. “Like all my 'what if' questions can be answered like—like that.”
 
“Is simple for me.” Something shifted in Ilya’s expression then, the determination and intensity fading into doubt, “But I know is not simple for you.” 
 
The change in Ilya’s voice made Shane’s stomach sink, “What do you mean?” 
 
“I did not want to break your heart in Vegas.” Ilya told him quietly, clearly. “And I am not planning to break your heart this time. I am trying a lot not to break your heart this time. But.” 
 
“But?!” 
 
“But. Are you planning to break mine?” Ilya asked and Shane’s jaw dropped open, “What?” 
 
“You are skating better. You have experience coaching now.” Ilya counted off on his fingers, his jaw tight and eyes shuttered. “You have investments, rentals, free time to do anything you want. You could leave tomorrow and move on. You have no reason to stay unless you want to stay and I–” 
 
He rubbed at his chin, up his cheek to tug at his earlobe. “I am scared you do not want to stay.” 
 
“Ilya.”
 
“This is simple for me because you fit everywhere in my life, you belong every place in my life,” he emphasized. “but maybe that is not enough for you.” 
 
“Not enough.” Shane repeated blankly. “What does that mean? Why would you not be enough for me?"  
 
“I am not top of the league player anymore.” Ilya pointed out with a tinge of melancholy resignation. “I do not have garages full of fast cars, or a fancy house or penthouse suites in hotels. I am a single dad of goblin children in a small town. My girls are first priority and will be for years until they are old enough. That means not many real dates, not a bunch of fun vacations, maybe I have to cancel plans or change plans until the girls are older and more independent. You say my life is complicated and it is, yes. But I think,” 
 
He swallowed. “I think you say complicated and maybe you mean it is not enough for you. You say too much and maybe you mean it is not worth sticking around for. Maybe you want someone easier to deal with.” 
 
Shane stared at him and Ilya had to look away, folding his arms and staring out across the rink, “Or maybe this is your version of Vegas for me. My punishment for Sveta, for leaving, for moving on. Maybe you are playing the long game with me because you are everywhere in my life. You coach the team and my girls love you, I can’t be at the bakery without thinking of you, Jacob’s place makes me think of you, those awful scary movies make me think of you. You moved into everywhere in my life and let me want you again, made me–” 
 
He cleared his throat, “Made me need you again. And then you could leave. It would be the perfect revenge.” 
 
“Fuck. That would be a helluva long game.” Shane’s voice cracked, his chest seizing up tight at the misery writ across Ilya’s face, the pain reflected in the downturn of his mouth. “Is that really what you think I’m doing?”
 
“You kiss me but do not talk to me and get mad when I push.” Ilya kept looking at the ice. “You do not wear the Coach jersey or use the key chain. You do not call the cabin home or commit to anything. I say sorry for things and you say it is okay but then you do not act like it’s okay. You let me fuck you,” 
 
He stopped. Took a breath. Tried again so it didn’t sound so shredded up, ripped up, blistered up raw. 
 
“You let me have you,” softer, “but leave when I try to keep you settled down. And so fast sometimes, like you got what you wanted and can’t stand to be with me anymore. Is maybe my favorite thing when we are done and you are quiet like that. But you leave. Run away from that and me and every time I try to talk. What was I supposed to think?”   
 
“Holy shit.” Shane shoved his hands into his hair, screwing his eyes shut and pressing his lips together trying to keep himself calm. “Oh holy shit Ilya, no. No. None of that was about you. It was about me trying and–and fucking failing to deal with my shit! Yeah, about Vegas too I guess, but not in a revenge way! Just in a fucking stupid– fuck, I spent ten years running from Vegas and not dealing with it and now my head’s all messed up so I’ve been trying to sort it out but I didn’t know you were worried about it.” 
 
And again, the words cracking hoarse with sorrow and disbelief, “Ilya, I didn’t know you were worried that I was fucking you over and planning to leave. I am not planning to leave. I’m trying to find a way to fit into your life because I want to be in your life. And I’m here. I’m staying. Jesus Christ, I’m so sorry I made you think–” 
 
He covered his mouth with his hand when his whole body rebelled, stomach heaving and throat constricting in denial. He’d been cutting their time short and forcing himself out of being quiet with Ilya because he’d been trying to find balance, trying to apply Dr Soule’s guidance to his life and really fucking failing at it and he’d been so wrapped up in his head he hadn’t thought Ilya had even noticed.
 
“Ilya.” Shane was going to be sick, but not in that icky panicky strangling fear sort of way he’d been sick after the not-date or when Ilya kept pushing to talk and Shane had still been running from Vegas.
 
“Ilya.” Shane was going to be sick because it had killed him to put time limits and boundaries on their hook ups time together, he’d been shaky to the point of tears more than once and unsteady so bad that most day he had to sit in his car for a while before he could drive away, and it had sucked. It had sucked but he’d thought he was using Dr Soule’s therapy the right way, he’d thought he was doing the right thing but somehow not doing it the right way and that’s why it hurt so bad so he’d kept trying, kept trying, kept trying...
 
…but he hadn’t thought even once what it had done to Ilya to be left behind in the room, on the bed, on the couch when Ilya had offered time and connection and quiet but Shane had put on his clothes and ran away rejecting him. 
 
“It feels like Vegas.” Ilya kept pulling at his earlobe, tugging at his hair, one arm folded tight across his midsection like he was shielding himself from whatever Shane might say next. “When I did not talk and did not kiss you and left you. So now you are leaving me.” 
 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane gripped at his knees as he sat up and sucked in a deep breath. “Jesus Christ, I am so tired of being in Vegas, can we please just get the fuck out of Vegas?” 
 
“Get the fuck out of Vegas.” Ilya angled his head enough to look at him but didn’t turn to face him. Not yet, not when the cold benches and still air weren’t enough to numb the sting of everything that had been said. “What does that mean?” 
 
“It means that I’m sorry and you’re sorry and maybe that’s enough.” Shane started to reach for his hand and stopped, started to reach for Ilya’s hand and stopped, started but stopped and fidgeted with a frayed thread at the seam of his pants instead. “It means, you know. Maybe we quit being mad at ourselves from ten years ago and we stop letting it like— like loom over everything we’re doing now.”
 
Fidgeting with the loose thread wasn’t enough. Shane’s fingers itched with the need to touch him, to hold him, to banish the chill of the rink and the bruise of so much hurt and the few inches of distance between them that felt like ten years and several months of misunderstandings and miscommunication and missing the point entirely. 
 
“It’s a mess.” He wet his lips and inched closer. “This is a mess. But we’re gonna figure it out. I want to figure it out. And Vegas? We don’t need to do that anymore. Please let's stop doing that. I want to move on from that and be better. With— with you.” 
 
“With me.” Ilya finally looked at him again, eyes darting over Shane’s face searching for reassurance, for honesty. “You mean it?”
 
“Yes.” Shane couldn’t take the distance anymore. He closed the few inches of distance between them with a quick scoot and nudged his knee up against Ilyas leg, tapped the toe of their shoes together and finally reached for his hand, threading their fingers together and pressing at Ilya's palm. “Yeah, I mean it. I’m here, Ilya. I’m not leaving Montbonne, I don’t have some master plan to ruin your life and break your heart and I’m so sorry,”
 
He had to swallow swallow around the lump in his throat. “I’m really fucking sorry for making you worry about that stuff. About not being enough. I’m sorry.”
 
“Okay.” Ilya watched him closely for another moment before looking down at their joined hands and sweeping his thumb featherlight along Shane’s finger. “I am sorry and you are sorry and we are done with it. So what now?” 
 
“Now?” Shane tapped his shoe against Ilya’s shoe, coaxing and a little bit teasing for the sake of nostalgia and all but begging Ilya to return the gesture, to see the acceptance and willingness and trying for what it was. “Now maybe we just… start over.”
 
“Start over.” Ilya tapped his foot once, twice on the cold floors, then nudged it sideways to bump Shane’s foot too. “From the beginning?” 
 
“Maybe not the beginning beginning.” It seemed awful silly that the sight of their shoes touching could make him smile so wide but okay. Okay. It was fine. It was perfect. Shane stared down at their shoes and grinned about it. “But you know. If you’re not planning to break my heart and I’m not planning to break your heart, maybe we back up a little bit and try to do this the right way.”
 
“Hm.” Ilya brought their clasped hands to his mouth to lay a kiss on Shane’s knuckles. “Not pretending to be only coach and parent. Not fighting after not-dates. Not sex and then never talking. Try to do it right and… honest.” 
 
“Honesty would be good, yeah.” Shane shivered at the brush of chapped lips across his skin. “Novel concept, right? We could talk. A lot. About good stuff and catch up on being away for ten years and yeah we– we gotta talk about the bad stuff. The hard stuff. We gotta talk about that, but we can talk about everything else too.” 
 
“We can have real dates.” Ilya’s eyes finally brightened with the suggestion. “Movie nights and dinner out and you can come to the bakery again, but only stay downstairs, yes? Maybe skating together in the mornings.”
 
“I’d like to hang out with you and the twins some times.” Shane mentioned shyly. “If that would be okay.”
 
“Bozhe moy, is okay, yes.” Ilya’s smile flashed wide and thrilled that Shane had asked about the girls, then he sobered,  “Maybe I ah– should not ask to fuck you. Because when clothes come off, everything else is,” he flicked his hand out carelessly. “Gone. So if we are starting over, we should go slow. No sex. We will be like monks.” 
 
“No, I hate that. Acting like a monk seems extreme.” Shane’s face screwed up into an immediately disagreeable pout, but Ilya’s eyebrows shot towards his hairline shocked and more than a little bit amused at the bratty reaction and Shane scrambled to cover it, admitting reluctantly, “I mean, yeah. That’s probably for the best. At least right now while we figure it all out.” 
 
“And I,” he squeezed Ilya’s fingers meaningfully. “I will put the work in to figure it out, okay?” 
 
“I will work on it too.” Ilya promised in return, and squeezed Shane’s fingers back when he added quietly, “And I will try to… to lighten up. To go easier on you.” 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
“I push too hard, maybe.” Ilya grimaced. “Definitely, sometimes. Like with the not-date and not letting you be polite about it. I pushed until you were mad. And at the dance, you did not want to talk but I told you to listen. I pushed about Sveta and maybe for sex, too much too soon?” 
 
“Ilya, I literally called you and asked you to fuck me.” Shane stated flatly and Ilya turned the littlest bit pink remembering that particular conversation, “Yes, okay.” but then reiterated, “I think I push too much in other ways though. Like with Christmas. And after Mexico, I ambushed you at rink and forced the conversation. I will stop that. I’ll work on giving you time to–” 
 
“No.” Shane interrupted, and Ilya raised his eyebrows, “No?” 
 
“No. Don’t do that.” he shook his head. “Don’t stop pushing.” 
 
“Every time I push, I lose you for a little bit.” Ilya told him quietly. “I do not want to lose you anymore.” 
 
“You’re not going to lose me.” Shane shot that idea down immediately. “And okay, I don’t do well with being pushed sometimes. A lot of times, I guess. But in Mexico, I kept thinking I needed someone to crack my head open and shake all the words loose and you do that for me, Ilya.” 
 
He scooted closer on the bench, shoulder to shoulder so they were touching all the way down their arms, their legs to their knees to their feet. “You do that for me. Usually by pissing me off,” Ilya huffed at him and Shane knocked their shoes together lightly, “But I don’t want you to stop. Because if you stop, I might not ever be brave enough to say what I need to, and if you stop–” 
 
Pause. Breathe. “If you stop,” quieter, almost whispered, “then it will feel like you finally got tired of waiting and gave up on me. And I don’t want you to do that. I can’t promise I won’t be bitchy about it sometimes, but I’ll figure it out. Don’t give up on me.” 
 
“No, not giving up.” They were pressed so close that when Ilya shrugged, Shane’s shoulders moved with the motion. Pressed so close that when Ilya ducked his head down to try and find Shane’s eyes, their noses almost bumped, “You know how much I like when pretty people bully me.” 
 
“I do know that about you.” Shane’s eyes dropped to Ilya’s mouth no more than an inch or two away. “I um– fuck. I do know you like to be bullied by pretty people.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya was close enough to count the fan of lashes across Shane’s cheek when Shane’s dark eyes dropped down to lock onto his mouth, close enough to find the patterns in the scattered freckles high on his cheek. Fuck he was beautiful, Shane was beautiful and Ilya thought maybe Shane loved him, thought maybe Shane asking to get out of Vegas and start over and for Ilya not to give up sure sounded like Shane loved him and oh. 
 
Oh fuck. 
 
But first, “This is not casual for me, Shane.” 
 
They needed to be on the same page, starting at the same point, moving forward with the same goal and intention for the first fucking time ever, so Ilya crooked his finger under Shane’s chin and lifted him up, shifted backwards so they had some room to breathe then cupped at Shane’s jaw and looked him square in the eye to tell him, “This is not casual. We are starting over, but not giving up. Yes, friends but not only friends. Not hooking up, not just sex. This is real.” 
 
He dug his fingers into Shane’s jaw for emphasis, then lost his train of thought entirely when Shane’s lips parted reflexive and obedient. 
 
“Fuck.” He pushed their foreheads together and closed his eyes, breathing in shakily. “Shanychka. This is real for me. We are only slowing down. Doing it the right way for once. Is real for you too?"
 
“Not only friends.” Shane hummed softly when Ilya’s other hand landed at his knee, slid up his leg a little to span his thigh and press grounding and warm into his skin. He covered it with his own hand and nodded. “Not just hooking up or sex when we get back to doing that sort of thing. Not casual, not even a little bit. Real. Yes."
 
“Okay.” It took everything Ilya had to not just lean in and kiss him, to not take the kiss Shane was offering with his lips still parted and tongue peeking out. “Okay. So–” 
 
“So.” Shane smiled, loose and easy and all at once deliriously happy, his eyes still closed and a happy flush filling in behind his freckles the longer they sat there sharing air and talking about how un-casual everything was going to be and playing footsie like– like a couple of kids falling in love for the first time. 
 
“So I will text you and call you and bother you all the time so we talk.” Ilya promised and Shane’s smile widened into a grin, “Don’t threaten me with a good time.” 
 
“Dorky answer.” Ilya huffed a quiet laugh, sweeping his thumb along Shane’s chin and sighing in contentment. “I missed you.” 
 
“I missed you too.” Shane tilted his head a little so their noses bumped. “Thank you for being here.” 
 
“Thank you for letting me stay and skate.” Ilya had to go, needed to go, not only because the girls would be awake soon and he wanted to be home to check on them, but because Shane’s office was only a couple dozen yards away and the ice rink was still empty, still private and theirs for a while and the temptation to ease the ache of January’s silence and distance and upset by getting lost in one another was too much. 
 
“You should go.” Shane felt the tremor go through Ilya’s frame when the moment stretched long and he knew Ilya was thinking about the privacy of the office, the soundproof walls, about how no one would be there for at least another hour and how easy it would be to get loud together and then get quiet together for a few gorgeous moments. 
 
But, “You should go.” he whispered for the sake of both their sanity, “And I’ll see you soon?” 
 
“Yes.” One last brush of fingers at Shane’s cheek felt like gratitude and relief for Shane being strong enough to uphold the very recently made decision to be like monks until they had all the necessary, difficult, needed conversations, then Ilya sat up and sat away and gathered up his skate bag and coat. “See you soon.” 
 
Ilya made it away from the bleachers and past Shane’s office and a third of the way down the long hall leading to the side door before he heard pounding footsteps behind him and Shane called, “Ilya, wait!” 
 
Ilya stopped and turned back around to face him and Shane slowed to a walk around the corner and came right up to him, closer closer closer until they were standing toe to toe and nearly nose to nose again and Ilya’s entire body lit up buzzing with the abrupt proximity. 
 
“Ty v poryadke?” he asked with bated breath. “Everything is okay?” 
 
“Yeah. Just.” Shane hooked their pinkies together and tugged gently. “Can I kiss you good-bye?” 
 
“Oh.” Ilya’s heart jumped right into his throat. “I thought we said to start over. Move slow?” 
 
“We did.” Shane nodded. “No, we did. But can we keep the part where I get to kiss you good-bye?” 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya stared at him. “Shane–” 
 
Ilya stared at him, and Shane didn’t look away, didn’t flinch or hide or glance down like he was nervous or uncertain or unsure about any of it, he wasn’t nervous or uncertain or unsure about any of it, he wanted to slow down and start over and make it all real but he wanted needed a kiss good-bye. 
 
Wanted needed Ilya to keep his promise to always kiss him good-bye, so he asked, “Is that okay?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Come here.” Shane slid his hand around Ilya’s waist and set his other hand at Ilya’s face, cupping his cheek gently before rocking up onto his toes to press his lips to Ilya’s forehead, sliding his hand into Ilya’s hair as he dropped a kiss to his nose, tracing the curl of Ilya’s ear as he set his lips to the very corner of his mouth, then moved his hand to the back of Ilya’s neck and pulled him into an opened mouthed kiss, coaxing Ilya open with a mumbled, “Please.” and muffling the desperate noise Ilya made with a push of his tongue to deepen the kiss wet. 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya dropped his skate bag, dropped his coat and caught Shane up against his body, both hands at Shane’s hips, at his waist, dragging up Shane’s back until he could frame at his face and kiss him back, gasping when Shane sucked at his tongue and melting, oh hell Ilya’s knees went weak and he could have fallen when Shane  demanded breathless and needy, “Always kiss me good-bye, okay?” 
 
“Yes. Okay.” Ilya pressed close enough to smoosh their noses together, nodding into another kiss, another and another. “Always will kiss you good-bye.” 
 
“At least twice.” Shane reminded him and Ilya choked out a hoarse laugh, “Da, moy lyubimy. Two. Always.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane let him go, took a breath and opened his mouth to try and figure out how to say good-bye after a skate and conversation and kiss like that, but before he could say anything at all, Ilya pulled the folded letter out of his pocket and pushed it into his hand. “What’s this?” 
 
“Read it.” Ilya picked up his bag and coat and made himself walk away before he gave in and gave up trying to resist and dragged Shane to the office. He walked backwards down the long hall to keep his eyes on Shane as long as possible, telling him to, “Read the English part, da? The last few lines. And then– then text me.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane nodded and Ilya tapped two fingers at his lips once, twice, then turned around to get out the door and get to his car. 
 
Shane took the letter back out to the rink so he could read it in the better lights, and his eyes welled up when he saw the Russian words scribbled in black ink, then the painstakingly neat English translation written in blue on the lines in between. Ilya had scribbled out his thoughts emotional and honest as they came to him, but had taken the time to write out the translation as neatly as possible so Shane could read it, and he whispered, “Fuck.”, wiped at his eyes and shook his head, “Fuck.” at how sweet it was. 
 
Later he would take the time to read and re-read the letter so he could see where the translations maybe didn’t quite work, where Ilya had changed what he said based on Shane’s reaction, where maybe he’d deviated from the letter because it hurt too much to say out loud, but right then, Shane turned the pages over to get to the last few lines and ran his finger along the Russian letters before moving down to read the English part. 
 


I do not know if I believe in fairy tales. Maybe probably not. 

But being able to kiss you good-bye and knowing it is not the last time, knowing I will see you again and again and again? 

That feels like happily ever after. 



 
“Oh motherfucker.” Shane yanked his phone out of his pocket and started texting, his eyes blurry and fingers shaking as he typed out a quick message. “Motherfucker, he can’t just say that and leave and– and–” 
 
From Jane: Fuck you for being that romantic. Fuck off. 
 
From Lily: No. I won’t. You are stuck with me now.
 
From Jane: When can I see you for our first starting over but nowhere near casual and definitely very fucking real date. When can I have you? When?
 
From Lily: Breakfast tomorrow. Jacob’s place.
 
From Jane: I will be there. Promise. 
 
From Lily: I will be there too. 
 
From Lily: Promise. 
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
The ending of this chapter made me smile so big, I know I looked stupid about it, I KNOW I did and that’s totally fine. Shane rushing to give him a kiss, Ilya melting when Shane demands that he always kiss him goodbye, the ‘kissing you goodbye is my happily ever after’ note. I can’t stop smiling. I love these dorks so so much. 
 
Okay. Lots of more coherent chapter notes coming up: 
 
Ilya asking “is there room for me” and Shane opening the door for him. Idk if you guys remember way back in Ch2, Ilya is talking to Shane before practice and Shane very firmly shuts the door between them and skates away. Here he opens it and makes room for Ilya because he’s finally ready to accept Ilya trying and move forward.
 
There’s something so stunning about them sharing the ice, equal footing, reminder that at their core they are just boys who loved to play hockey. Their canon and Deja Vu-verse relationship is mostly a right person/wrong time miscommunication fest, but on the ice? None of it matters. 
 
Ilya’s letter: I could talk about every single individual line in this, but I’ll just list my highlights and y’all can hit me up on threads (karanctsfics) or tumblr (not-close-to-straight) to talk in more detail. 
 
--Ilya writing in Russian, translating to English, then reading it out loud– he wrote it as honestly as he could in the language he knows the best, put it into English so he could make sure the feelings/context conveyed, then decided to read it out loud so he could better explain the parts that didn’t convey. Homeboy really was like, Shane WILL understand what I am saying, so help me GOD. 
 
--He addresses the Sveta confusion first, because if Shane still worries about Sveta, nothing else matters. 
 
--Promising that he had always kept space in his heart for Shane. That is true of canon Hollanov and especially Deja Vu Hollanov– no matter what happened between them (vegas, tuna melt), they are inescapable and irreplaceable in each other’s lives. 
 
--The shift in conversation when Ilya finally gets to say what HE is afraid of. And really they are afraid of the same thing, but two different sides of it. Shane worries he cannot fit into Ilya’s life, Ilya worries his life is not something Shane wants to fit in to. They both fear being left behind but Shane worries Ilya is too committed to everything except him, Ilya worries Shane won’t WANT to commit. 
 
Knife right through my own heart when Ilya tells him “you made me need you, you let me fuck you but leave when I try to settle you, its my favorite thing when you’re quiet but you run away”. Like what the FUCK. This is one of the parts I had planned out since the beginning of the fic, but I entirely underestimated what it would do to my heart to actually “hear” Ilya say it. 
 
Shane’s physical sick reaction to Ilya’s grief, and then “Can we please just get the fuck out of Vegas.” Vegas is like the boogeyman in their story and they BOTH need to banish it. Apologize and move on and stop letting it haunt them. 
 
The original draft of this chapter had ILYA being the one to suggest starting over, but I gave it so Shane because I wanted HIM to be the one stepping up and being brave. He was so good with the girls and stepping up for Ilya in previous chapter, I wanted him to prove to himself and Ilya that he could do the same when it came to romance too. 
 
Ilya saying they should hold off on sex until the relationship is rebuilt and Shane immediately being the most pouty ever?? Ilya saying he would try not to push so much and Shane immediately “no, push it, don’t give up on me.” The man knows who he is and what he wants and he’s not going to be quiet about it anymore and we love that journey for him. 
 
The confirmation and reassurance that they are in no way casual, not just hooking up, it’s real, they are REAL, just slowing down and doing it all the right way. Grown up boys being grown up boys using grown up words as they sink into just holding one another and sharing air and not smooching but oh man do they wanna smooch. 
 
Which leads to my favorite thing in the whole chapter, which means ohhhhh we get to talk about the goodbye kiss again. 
 
Once again, usually an Ilya thing but I am obsessed with Shane initiating it. Chasing Ilya down and asking permission and then not just kissing him goodbye but worshipping him, tiny kisses and his hands everywhere (the comforting touch at his ear y’all!!!) and then of course tongue and ‘please’ and ‘always kiss me goodbye at least twice’ and Ilya melting into a vaguely Russian shaped puddle of absolute goo over being fucking CHERISHED? It’s too much, too good. 
 
Last but very much not least, Ilya’s note. Shane is ready to risk things for a happily ever after, but a happily ever after for Ilya involves getting to kiss Shane goodbye and know its not the last time?? Ilya in his Lover Boy Era is gonna be lethal. 
 
Coming Up! Let’s all go to Jacob’s place to eavesdrop on from a corner booth while the Baker and the Coach have a long awaited breakfast date. 







      

  












      Chapter 15: Take It Slow (take it easy on me)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Happy (almost) Birthday to Coach. (May 10, 1991) Here’s like 18k words of Shane chasing smooches, being sassy, and collecting sweet romantic moments with the big sunshiney Russian baker who is quite frankly and very rightfully obsessed with him. 

Content Warning: Copious amounts of Hollanov being sort of ridiculously unsubtle about their heart eyes.








  
From Lily: 9 am breakfast? Sveta is home with Masha but I have to take Nadyushka to school.
 
From Jane: 9 am breakfast. See you then.
 
From Lily: Can’t wait.
 
From Jane: Yeah. Fuck. Me either. 
 
*****
 
Breakfast was at 9 a.m.
 
Ilya completed perhaps the fastest school drop off in Montbonne history by strategically weaving through the line of traffic at the elementary school to snag a parking spot, then carrying Nadya right through the crosswalk and depositing her at the front doors next to her teacher with a quick hug and a reminder to, “Have a good day, my angel. Mama will pick you up, yes?”
 
“Da, Daddy. Ya tebya lyublyu.” She chirped and he tapped his fingers twice at his lips before turning round and sprinting back across the crosswalk, dodging parked cars to get to his vehicle and back on the road.
 
Breakfast was at 9 a.m. Ilya whipped into the oversized lot outside of Jacob’s place and found a parking spot at 8:40 a.m.
 
Shane was already there, his car still running and the driver's side seat reclined, his eyes closed and hands on the steering wheel tip tap drumming a silent, grounding rhythm as he waited.
 
Ilya wondered how long Shane had been sitting there waiting, wondered if Shane felt like he’d been waiting years and years and years like Ilya felt every single time they managed a moment closer to one another. He took a breath, took a breath, took a breath and channeled all that waiting into moving, then rapped his knuckles at the driver's side window lightly, hoping praying that Shane would get out and join him. 
 
Obviously Shane would get out and join him. They’d agreed on breakfast, promised on breakfast and Shane was there early and waiting but Ilya still hoped. Still prayed. Still tensed himself, braced himself, steadied himself wondering if Shane was all done waiting the way he was all done waiting 
 
“Hey.” Shane opened his eyes and sat up and got out of the car and smiled as he shut the door, and Ilya said—
 
—nothing. Ilya said nothing. He forgot his words entirely. English, Russian, the little bit of German he’d picked up enough to curse in thanks to Alicia all got stuck sideways in his throat, he had nothing.
 
Shane was wearing new clothes for the breakfast date. Or maybe not new new clothes, but new to Ilya. New enough for the dark jeans to still look stiff, the red sweater a bit too vibrant like it had only been put through the wash for an initial just-purchased wash rather than something that had been washed and worn and washed and worn and was a favorite. It was clothes that hadn’t existed in Shane’s closet for their first attempt at a date because they’d laughed about it together, broke the tension of that first awkward not-date by chuckling over Svetlana picking out Ilya’s clothes while Shane sheepishly admitted to having to unpack boxes to find anything that wasn’t sweats.
 
Clearly the well fitted jeans and ultra soft looking pullover hadn’t been an option then, which meant they were new for this date. Maybe not new new, but new enough that the enormity and importance and relief of Shane caring enough to wear something nice for their breakfast date, first date, another chance to start over date hit Ilya all at once and left him speechless.
 
Shane wanted to try again. Had gotten new clothes and showed up early to try again. Had been there waiting to try again and it was too much. Not bad, nothing bad. It was too much too good, it was the first time since the very first time way back before Vegas that Ilya knew without a wrinkle or worry or blip of hesitation that they were finally on the same page.
 
Finally all done waiting. 
 
“Breakfast is at nine, yes?” It was too much. Being on the same page, same foot, matched up ready to move on together felt like fucking everything. Ilya's hands were shaking as he fumbled in his pocket and made a show of holding up his phone, the date and time magnified on the screen so he could point out dry and sarcastic and like his heart wasn’t racing with exhilaration, “You are early.”
 
“Yeah, I am.” Shane shoved his keys in his coat pockets and took a big step forward, cutting the space between them in half. “So are you.” 
 
“I am early because I am nervous.” Ilya took a step forward too, not close enough to touch, but close enough to matter. “But you are very early. You are nervous, too?”
 
“Not nervous.” Shane glanced out across the parking lot, then caught and held Ilya’s gaze. “Just. Ready.” 
 
Ilya smiled then. Couldn’t hide it. It was all teeth and all goofy with his blue eyes lit bright and creased up at the corners thrilled for a few seconds before he managed to temper the wide grin into something softer, something a little bit crooked and a whole lot sweet, and Shane smiled too cos oh, oh fuck how could he not? 
 
“I’m ready, too.” Ilya smiled and Shane smiled right back and Jacob’s place was very public, the parking lot right up against the main drag through town and fully exposed to the morning traffic, so Ilya didn’t ask for a kiss, but he did reach out to brush the backs of their hands together, to hook their pinkies for a second before letting go. “Come on. Let’s go.”
 
“Yeah.” Shane looked down at the almost non distance between their hands and feet and bodies and nodded. I’m ready. “Let’s fucking go.” 
 
Shane opened the door to the eclectic, kitchy, endearingly tacky dive bar that was also the trivia, dinner date, lunch meeting, breakfast spot in Montbonne, and Ilya set his hand at the small of Shane’s back and urged him through first. Yes to be polite and to later tease Shane about getting princess treatment, but also and mostly so Ilya could touch him. Even though the thick sweater, Shane was warm, the lines of his back defined, the shift and movement of his hips addicting and Ilya was very far past being self conscious about seeking out reasons to touch him.  
 
… a little bit too, maybe, because Ilya wanted to see and feel and touch Shane obeying. It wasn’t like when they skated facing one another and took turns warning the other with a flick of their eyes or shift of posture that the wall was there, the corner was coming up. It wasn’t like when Ilya set his hand at Shane’s throat and Shane hooked his fingers through Ilya’s necklace and listened so Ilya could walk him backwards to the wall, to the desk, to the bed. 
 
But almost. Shane opened the door offering, but Ilya put his hand at Shane’s back prompting, and Shane listened. He walked through the door first and walked through the door slowly so Ilya could keep his hand solid and guiding and steady just above his hips and butt and it was almost almost like the ice rink, like when they were getting undressed, almost almost like how it all been back before. 
 
Except they were out in a public place. Jacob’s place. So Shane walked in first, and Ilya let his hand drop away before they made it out of the little hallway entrance to the bar and stepped into the open dining room. Neither Shane nor Ilya liked the loss of heat and support and the reminder that each other was right there, that it was all real, that they were really going to do this, but they’d have time for that sort of thing later. Plenty of time later to do things like walk in to places hand in hand or side by side or with their arms wrapped at each other’s waists. 
 
First, breakfast. First, another chance at a do over first date. First, taking it all one step and one day at a time so they could finally do it the right way.
 
“Hey fellas!” Jacob waved at them from the pass-through kitchen window. “Sit wherever you want, I’ll be by with coffee in a few!”
 
Montbonne was a small town, a cozy town, an infinitely nosy town and when Jacob hollered at Shane and Ilya, almost everyone in the dining room turned around to look, to wave, to call out friendly greetings before going back to their meals and coffees as if seeing the baker and the coach arrive for breakfast together was a perfectly normal, not at all worth gossiping about, entirely unsuspicious thing. 
 
Huh. 
 
“Oh, Mr. Rozanov!” The nurse from the hospital sat up in her booth and waved towards Ilya, then waggled her fingers waving at Shane as well. “Hi Coach! Good morning!” 
 
“Dobroye utro, Lisa.” Ilya paused by her table to return the greeting, and Shane paused too. A few days ago, weeks ago, months ago Shane probably would have kept going and picked out a table, or hung back a couple steps so it didn’t seem like he was intruding on the conversation or like he and Ilya were some sort of package deal. 
 
But they were some sort of package deal. They were having breakfast together. Lisa had called out to both of them and not a single person had glanced their way like it was a problem, so when Ilya paused to say hi, Shane did too and the normalcy of it was sort of breathtaking, was sort of healing for the version of Shane who had spent years saying ‘she’ in conversations when he meant him and meant Ilya. 
 
So, “Hey Lisa.” Shane stood right there next to Ilya to say good morning and Ilya shifted his weight back half a step to nudge his elbow at Shane’s side like he knew exactly where Shane’s mind had gone, like he’d felt the relief and erasure of years of hiding, like he was tickled fucking pink about all the well meaningly nosy citizens of Montbonne seemingly collectively deciding that the coach and baker were just fine together. 
 
“Marisa.” Ilya inclined his head towards the other lady sitting across from Lisa. "How are you?” 
 
“Oh, not so bad. How’s little Miss Mariya doing? Lisa told me about her arm.” Marisa had a name tag and lanyard from the Montbonne Medical Clinic, and when she caught Shane leaning in to read the ID badge, she smiled up at him, “Coach Hollander, we haven’t actually met, but I know all your little loons. I’m on the family practice team at the clinic and do most of the sports physicals and check ups.” 
 
“Right. Okay.” Shane nodded. “Nice to meet you. Uh. I’m Shane Hollander.”
 
And then belatedly, when Ilya slanted him an amused look and Lisa covered her mouth to hide a smile, “But...you knew that already.”
 
“I did in fact know that already, but that's alright." Marisa chuckled at him. “Mr. Rozanov, the clinic is open Friday for the first wave of physicals for softball and baseball training. Why don’t you bring Mariya in and I’ll give her a check up? I’ll make sure her cast fits, do a quick scan, that sort of thing.”
 
“Yes thank you.” Ilya nodded and started to say good-bye, but Lisa cut in with a wink towards Marisa that bordered on conspiratorial—
 
“Wait wait wait. Mr. Rozanov, did I tell you how great Coach was with Mariya?” 
 
“Oh?” Ilya knew full well how good Shane had been with Mariya, he had very strong feelings about just how good Shane had been with both his babies, but he made a politely interested noise and asked, “He was very good with her, hm?”
 
“Came charging right in like a knight in shining armor.” Lisa told him proudly. “Had Mariya in his arms and Nadya held tight too, he was so ready to handle it all and it was the funniest thing,”
 
Her smile broadened when Shane flushed red under the praise, “The funniest thing, he tried to introduce himself to me all polite as if we all don’t know who Coach Hollander is and just how important he is to those girls.” 
 
“I knew they would be fine with him.” Ilya sent a small smile over to Shane, who smiled quickly back, then ducked his head to look at his feet so he wouldn’t do something dumb like kiss the sheen of adoration right off Ilya’s stupid gorgeous mouth. 
 
“Oh shoot, I have to go.” Marisa gulped down the last of her coffee and Lisa checked her watche and sighed too, “Me too. You guys want our spot?”
 
The booth was right in the middle view of the dining room, right by the window facing the parking lot and walkway, right in the sunshine, right in the open, right where everyone couldn't help but notice them.
 
A few months ago, Shane would have declined. Right then, he swayed his weight forward to discreetly bump Ilya’s arm, effectively silencing the what ifs and maybes and potential for other discreet seating options, and spoke for them both, “Yeah ,that’d be great. Thank you.”
 
“Ladies, I was just bringing your check.” The dining room was more crowded than usual, one of the best waitressed out sick, and Jacob looked frazzled for it as he hurried past with a tray of food and called out to Lisa and Marisa, “Gimme a sec!”
 
“My turn to pay, Marisa. You got it last time.” Lisa dug in her purse for some cash, but Ilya stopped her, “No, I’ve got it. I will buy breakfast. Is the least I can do you for you helping Masha.” 
 
“Well, I’m not gonna argue with a free breakfast!” Lisa scooted out of the booth, grabbing her coat and bag as she went. “Come on, let’s get out of the way so Mr. Rozanov can wine and dine Coach with some pancakes.” 
 
The women cleared their own spots, gathering up their plates and empty cups and dropping them into the busser tub sitting on the bar, and Jacob came by after them, wiping the table down as fast as he could and promising to be right back as he rushed back to the kitchen to pick up another order. 
 
“Jokes on Lisa, you know.” Shane slid into the booth, easing his way down the cracky vinyl seat. “I’d do some pretty messed up stuff for a good stack of pancakes.” 
 
“I bet you would.” Ilya unzipped his jacket and shoved it to the corner before sitting down across from Shane. “Is my favorite thing about you.” 
 
“That I like pancakes?” Shane asked in confusion and Ilya smirked at him, “No, that you are cheap date.” 
 
“Hm.” Shane scratched his nose with his middle finger prominently displayed. “Fuck you.” 
 
“Morning morning morning.” Jacob popped back up at their table with two fresh cups of coffee and a rather harried looking expression, his wire rimmed glasses sitting slightly askew on his nose. “Sorry for the chaos, guys. It’s a madhouse in here for some reason and I’m down a waitress. The coffee is good though, I made it myself. You need some creamer with that?” 
 
“Creamer, yes.” Ilya nodded. “But almond milk, too. Or soy milk?” 
 
“I have almond milk cos my tummy can’t handle regular dairy.” Jacob patted his stomach faux mournfully. “I’ll bring some. Now are you the sort who orders the same thing for breakfast every where you go, or do you need some menus and a few minutes to decide?” 
 
“No, we already know what–” Ilya opened his mouth. Closed his mouth. Ran his tongue along the inside of his bottom lip and then over the front of his teeth and shook his head. “Menus. Please.” 
 
“Alrighty!” Jacob pulled two menus from the stack under his arm and plopped them on the table. “Be right back with some almond milk!” 
 
“What was that?” Shane picked up one of the glossy laminated menus and started reading through it. “You could’ve ordered if you know what you want. I don’t care.”  
 
“No, is not that.” Ilya wrapped both hands around the mug of coffee, staring down at the steam as he confessed, “I ah– I was going to order for you.” 
 
“What?” Shane startled. “You were gonna what?” 
 
“Nothing.” Ilya shifted in his seat, shaking his head sheepishly. “Is nothing. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
“No, don’t do that, we aren’t doing that shit anymore.” Shane kicked him under the table. “Tell me. You were going to order for me?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya risked a glance up, bracing himself for upset and irritation and maybe disgust from Shane. “Because I think I know what you would like. You worry about food and I thought you would be more relaxed if I did it. This is a first trying again date,” he offered a small, self deprecating smile. “So I want you to be relaxed. But that is… too much. I think.” 
 
“It’s definitely a lot, yeah.” If it had been anyone other than Ilya very nearly overstepping to order for him, Shane would have flipped them off and left. But Ilya looked so embarrassed by the whole thing and so damn earnest when he mentioned wanting Shane to be relaxed for their first trying again date, that Shane was more intrigued than annoyed, so he asked, “What were you going to order for me?” 
 
“It doesn’t matter.” Ilya mentally kicked himself for even opening his mouth. They’d decided to go slow. It was a first trying again date. He should have spent a little more time admiring Shane in his new clothes instead of opening his mouth and inserting his foot way the fuck–
 
“Ilya.” Shane waited for Jacob to drop off a little pitcher of almond milk and disappear again before leaning across the table and pinning Ilya in place with a look. “What were you going to order me for breakfast.” 
 
“Pancakes.” Ilya conceded after another minute of internally berating himself. “Sausage. Eggs medium. Melted peanut butter, not syrup.” 
 
“Oh.” Shane blinked. “Huh. Um. Why that stuff?” 
 
“Nadya told me you offered to make her pancakes when waiting for me and Sveta to come home.” Shane didn’t look pissed off or offended or like Ilya had crossed some unspeakable boundary, so Ilya gathered his courage and kept explaining, “And just now, with Lisa. You said pancakes. So maybe is a safe food for you. When we had burgers here last time, you didn’t eat bacon, so sausage. Peanut butter for protein, yes? We all used to do that. Peanut butter on toast, on pancakes, all the time. You don’t eat much sugar and syrup is all sugar, so peanut butter. Melted, so spreading it does not tear pancakes.” 
 
“Okay.” That all made sense, but Shane was still a little stunned by the rapid fire reasoning. “And the eggs? What about those?” 
 
“Mariya is–,” Ilya wobbled his hand in a so-so motion. “Weird. With food. Sometimes she is okay with eggs, but only if hard scrambled. Dry as dust. Same with bacon or sausage, it has to be almost burnt or the bite into it makes her teeth itch or something. You and her have some of the same… texture issues I think. So I took a guess.” 
 
“Texture issues.” Shane repeated blankly. “So you took a guess and were going to order breakfast for me because I have the same texture issues as Mariya.”
 
“You are upset.” Ilya didn’t let himself look away, searching Shane’s dark eyes and closed off features for any hint of how Shane was feeling. He was tempted to blurt out on apology or crack a joke and try to move on, but Shane had said they weren’t doing that anymore. They weren’t changing the subject halfway through sentences, they weren’t deflecting and denying away from the tough questions, Ilya was this far into a breakfast themed blunder, he wasn’t going to back down now. “I got it wrong? Or it is too much, is overstepping to order for you?” 
 
“Well, I mean–” 
 
Jacob came back to take their order, but paused with his hands on his hips and eyebrows raised to comment, “Okay well, the eye contact in this booth is intense right now. Should I come back?” 
 
“Yes. Sorry. We need one more minute.” Ilya didn’t look away from Shane. “Spasibo Jacob.”
 
“Mmhmm, spazzy-bo right back atcha.” Jacob pivoted away towards another table. “You just holler when you’re ready.” 
 
Shane stayed quiet and Ilya nudged his foot under the table, “Shane. Did I get it wrong? Or is it too much to order for you? Tell me.” 
 
“No, it’s not–” Shane frowned, breaking eye contact and looking out the window instead. “It’s not wrong. That’s basically what I would have ordered. But saying I worry about food or have safe foods or– or texture issues. That makes me sound bad. It makes me sound–” 
 
Demanding. High maintenance. Finicky and fussy and freakishly fucking weird about his diet and preferences. Inconvenient to take out to eat and annoying for waitresses and impossible to please. Everything else Shane had been told over the years by extended family members who thought kids should just shut up and eat what they were given, by friends who stopped inviting him out or over to eat in highschool, by teammates other than Hayden and sometimes even Hayden when he needed food based adjustments and substitutions and options and couldn’t just go out for drinks and shared appetizers with everyone else. 
 
“You don’t have to um.” Shane scratched at his throat. At his chin. “Whatever. You don’t have to do that.” 
 
“Do that.” Ilya echoed. Shane looked at him, then looked away and all at once Ilya thought he figured out, “Oh, you think it is annoying. High maintenance. That is what people tell you? You are upset I was going to order because you think I think it's weird for you to be picky.” 
 
“I’m just saying regular syrup and runny eggs and bacon would have been fine.” Shane tried, but Ilya shook his head, “Shane. No. Picky is not a bad thing.” 
 
“If it wasn’t a bad thing, you wouldn’t have to point it out.” He countered tersely. “You wouldn’t have a whole list of reasons and explanations for it if me being picky wasn’t a bad thing.”
 
“Shane.” Firmer that time. “Is not a bad thing. And I do not mind keeping track of it. Keeping track of you. I like to know.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
“I told you.” More confident once he knew what the problem was, Ilya hooked their feet under the table, dragging Shane’s foot towards his side. “I want you relaxed. Not worrying about food means you are more relaxed and you are so pretty,” he stuck his tongue out and winked, “when your brain is empty and mouth is full.”  
 
“Fuck. Fuck you.” Shane huffed and blushed and tried to kick him again. “Don’t say stuff like that.” 
 
“Then be less pretty with your mouth full.” Ilya dodged the kick, then hooked their feet back together so he could clarify, “You were upset because you thought I thought you were being high maintenance. Not because it was too much.” 
 
And with a curious, careful tilt of his head, “Not because you do not like it.” 
 
Shane didn’t answer that question. He watched Ilya add regular creamer and a couple packets of regular sugar to his coffee, then asked a question of his own, “Why did you ask Jacob for almond milk if you were just going to use regular creamer?” 
 
“For you.” Ilya set the spoon aside, took a long drink of his regular creamer, regular sugar altered coffee, and held Shane’s gaze. “To go with safe food pancakes with peanut butter and sausage because you do not eat bacon and medium eggs because runny yolk is gross. Yes?” 
 
“...yes.” Shane sat back in the booth but didn’t move his foot and didn’t look away. “Yeah. That’s right.” 
 
“I can tell Jacob we are ready to order?” Ilya ventured, and when Shane only nodded, Ilya broke into a grin and turned around to find Jacob, calling for him, “Jacob. When you are ready, we are too.” 
 
“Here we go.” It only took Jacob a minute to get back to their booth, and he flipped open his little notepad with a flourish, pen held at the ready. “Let’s start with you, Muffin Man. What are you having?” 
 
“I will have a waffle, bacon, two eggs over easy.” Ilya’s heart rate picked up a notch when Shane smiled tiny and encouraging at him. “Shane will have pancakes. Tall stack with melted peanut butter instead of syrup. Sausage and two eggs, medium.”
 
“Oh, is that what Shane will have?” Jacob hummed thoughtfully as he scribbled the order down. “Coach? That’s all good with you?” 
 
“Yep.” Shane confirmed with that same tiny smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “All good with me.” 
 
“Well! Guess I’ll just mind my business about all that bossy stuff then.” Jacob teased goodnaturedly as he gathered up the menus. “It might be a bit, the kitchen’s backed up. I’ll bring more coffee though.” 
 
Shane finally reached for the almond milk to fix up his coffee and Ilya gave him a minute to take a drink before pressing, “You like when I order for you?” 
 
“I think you like it.” Shane hmmm’d appreciatively when the coffee was as good as Jacob had promised. “Because you like to be bossy with me.” 
 
“I do like to be bossy with you.” There was no sense in pretending otherwise, Ilya was practically bouncing in his seat giddy because Shane had let him order their food, of course he liked to be bossy with him. “But do you like it?” 
 
Ilya was asking for clarity, for honesty, for Shane to give him real answers about that specific thing they didn’t ever really talk about, but had been a constant dynamic in their relationship ever since the very beginning. The bossy thing. The settling down thing. The thing about how Shane would walk skate move backwards through any space with his eyes on Ilya and not worry about it because Ilya had his eyes on him and was handling it. 
 
Shane took a moment to wonder how much fucking easier everything would have been if they’d been able to always talk so openly, then nodded. “Yeah. I like it.” 
 
“Okay then.” Ilya tucked Shane’s quiet agreement and pleased little smile way down deep in his heart next to all the things about Shane taking care of the girls and the soft way Shane said his name when they kissed and the exact number of freckles dotted across Shane’s cheek. “I will keep being bossy.” 
 
“You really don’t mind it, huh?” Shane rotated the coffee mug until the handle was parallel with the edge of the table, fussing and fidgeting with the napkins and silverware until he was brave enough to ask, “Having to keep track of the food thing. My food thing. You don’t mind?” 
 
“Nope.” Ilya took a drink of his own coffee, watching Shane closely over the rim of the mug. “Not at all.”
 
“Okay.” Shane let out a deep breath and slouched in the booth so their feet slid together more securely under the table. “Okay. Subject change. Are we going to talk about how Jacob just called you the Muffin Man?” 
 
“Absolutely not.” Ilya denied balefully. “That is shitty subject change. Try again.” 
 
“Fine.” Shane laughed at him. “Okay. How’s Mayday?” 
 
“She is a gremlin.” Ilya groaned as if Mariya's behavior was some sort of personal directed attack at him. “Pint sized and frizzy haired and feral. She is so cranky because her arm hurts and cranky because she is missing school and cranky because she has to rest so much. She is the worst.” 
 
“Poor thing.” Shane clicked his tongue. “How’s Nadya handling her sister being out of commission?” 
 
“Like a gremlin!” Ilya said louder, and Shane laughed about it that time. “Nadyushka is jealous Masha gets to stay home from school with Mama, so she is being a terror. Sveta is no help, she says I am primary parent so their nonsense is my fault.” 
 
“I mean.” Shane shrugged at him. “She’s not wrong. You spoil them rotten.” 
 
“Et tu, Brute?” Ilya scowled. “You are supposed to be on my side and help balance the girls at home, not agree with Sveta and gang up on me.” 
 
“Et tu, Brute?” Shane mocked and Ilya scowled harder and oh Shane was so smitten with Ilya being a dramatic, dorky Dad, he could hardly stand it. 
 
The food came and they kept talking, the conversation easy and the smiles frequent and their feet tangled up tight. Ilya asked about David and Shane told him about the unexpected visit, about the firepit and his Dad learning all the girls names and jersey number and how his Mom had made a stat sheet for the team…
 
“They are U9.” Ilya waved a piece of bacon at him in protest before crunching into a bite. “There are no stats at this level, not for rec leagues.” 
 
“Yeah, that’s why I told her.” Shane agreed. “She didn’t really listen.” 
 
“She is… intense?” Ilya hedged and Shane snorted, “You have no idea.” 
 
They kept talking. Kept eating. Other customers wandered in and out of Jacob’s place and everyone noticed the coach and the baker sitting at the window booth in the sunshine but anyone who paused to comment only paused to say hi, to ask Ilya how Mariya was doing, to tell Coach Hollander that they’d heard a rumour about him being interested in restarting the Winter White-out Tournament…
 
“McMurray has a big mouth.” Shane rolled his eyes when the third person in a row mentioned the tournament and Ilya finally had to ask about it. “I found some of the old banners in the supply room and asked about it. Guess that’s enough for him to start telling everyone I’m going to restart it.” 
 
“You are thinking about it, aren’t you?” Ilya dragged a chunk of waffle through the puddle of syrup. “I know you. You probably already have spreadsheet and stupid giant calendar and color coded markers ready to plan and schedule.” 
 
“Making fun of my color coded markers is against the rules.” Shane swirled his fork into the melted peanut butter and took a small bite of the admittedly delicious pancakes. “And no, I really haven’t thought about it beyond what I asked McMurray. Mayday got hurt so I was dealing with that and now I’ve got other stuff on my mind. So.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya took a gulp of his refilled coffee. “Mrs. McMurray wants to fuck me.” 
 
“The way I hear it, Mr. McMurray wants to fuck you.” Shane pointed out with a short laugh. “That would be an adventure. Think you could handle both of them?” 
 
“No. No.” Ilya cut his hand through the air emphatically. “Never. I am scared Mrs. McMurray would fuck me then eat my head like praying mantis and Mr. McMurray would sit in cuck chair and bring her drinks after.” 
 
“Jesus Christ–!” Shane was mid bite when Ilya dropped that particular theory and he wheezed choking shocked over it. “You can’t say shit like that–!” 
 
By ten thirty a.m., Jacob’s place was almost empty with only a few stragglers lingering over brunch and procrastinating their daily errands and chores. Most of the breakfast tickets had been totaled up and tipped out, the kitchen crew was starting lunch prep, and the sun had risen high enough to be hot as it came through the windows and highlighted Ilya and Shane’s table. 
 
They were still talking, still smiling at one another, still tapping toes and leaning close over quietly snarky little comments and Jacob didn’t want to say anything and interrupt their cozy little scene, but when eleven o’clock hit and the waitresses started coming in for the lunch shift, he sighed and sidled up to their table to interrupt apologetically, “Sorry fellas, but we’ve gotta get the dining room cleaned and restocked here in the next half hour so the kitchen can open up for lunch. I hate to kick you out but…” 
 
“Shit.” Shane picked up his phone for the first time in over an hour, eyes widening when he saw the time. “Shit. Sorry Jacob.” 
 
“Sorry to delay cleaning.” Ilya hadn’t noticed the dining room slowly but surely emptying until he and Shane were the only ones left, but he certainly wasn’t mad about it. There were worse things than losing time talking and laughing and playing footsie with Shane Hollander. “We can help the girls put chairs on table to clean floors?” 
 
“Oh yeah.” Shane quickly agreed. “Do they need help?” 
 
“As much as it would be to watch big burly hockey players toss chairs around,” Jacob fanned himself playfully. “We got it handled. Who’s paying this morning?” 
 
“Me.” Ilya didn’t give Shane a chance to butt in or argue or offer. Their first date not date, had ended with Shane leaving money to cover his food and Ilya was not going to let that happen again. He handed Jacob his card and announced, “I am paying for breakfast.” 
 
“Here, then.” Shane dug in his wallet and pulled out a couple bills for a tip, thought about it, then added some more. “Since we took up the space so long.” 
 
“You need a receipt?” Jacob went to run Ilya’s card, and Ilya declined, “No, is fine. Thank you.” 
 
They left the booth slowly, lingering and reluctant and unable to be subtle about the anticipation for a good-bye kiss, but then the lunch shift waitresses hurried into the dining room rushing around to refill salt and pepper shakers and wipe tables and it felt like a lot of eyes on them, suddenly. 
 
It had been one thing to sit in the brightly lit booth where anyone and everyone could see them having breakfast together. It was another thing to kiss in the daylight, in public, where people could see them.
 
Good-bye kisses were special for Shane and Ilya, carrying all the weight of Vegas, all the relief of understanding and acceptance, and all the promise of more time together, and neither of them were ready to share that significance with the waitresses at Jacob’s place.
 
Outside wasn’t an option either though, not when they’d both parked in full view of the big windows lining the dining room and not when the road was full of cars zooming by in both directions.
 
Shit. 
 
Shane hesitated at the entryway, pausing at the little alcove by the door that semi-obscured them from most of the dining room and fidgeting with his keys, turning them over and over in his hands as he glanced at the waitresses, at the bustling kitchen behind the bar, at the bright sunlight and busy road outside, and tried to figure out how to tell Ilya no to a kiss without sounding like he was afraid or hiding or–or–
 
“You are using it.” Ilya was looking at the waitresses, at the kitchen, at the traffic and wondering how the hell to suggest they skip a kiss because he couldn’t fucking stand the idea of marring the sanctity and sanctuary of their good-bye kisses with the tension and worry of being watched, but he glanced down at Shane’s keys and caught sight of a little red heart, of neatly printed words referencing boring things and suddenly, everything public mattered a whole lot less. 
 
“You–you are using the key chain.” he stammered and Shane looked maybe a little bit shy when he nodded, “Yeah. I mean. My keys needed decoration. So.” 
 
“Good.” It was just a key chain but it was sort of kind of everything and Ilya couldn’t stop smiling about it. “Nobody wants plain keys, right?” 
 
“God forbid my keys are plain, yeah.” Shane checked to see if the waitresses were all at the other side of the dining room. “I was thinking um, maybe we could make this a thing.” 
 
“A thing.” Ilya echoed. “Breakfast at Jacob’s?” 
 
“Yeah, maybe we could have breakfast once a week. Like a standing date?” Pre-scheduling standing dates sounded like something long married and ultra un-romantic couples would do, but Shane had put a lot thought into it and clarified, “While we’re taking things slow, at least. This way we’d actually get to see each other outside of practice and since you’re busy a lot and I’m trying to find more things to fill my days so this would be like– like real time to spend together. No interruptions or distractions and no um–” 
 
He cleared his throat. Risked a smirk. “Nowhere to get horizontal. So it would help with the whole monk thing.” 
 
“The entire place is full of tables, I can and will put you horizontal over all of them.” Ilya scoffed, then sobered, “But yes. I like knowing when I can see you every week. And setting time to make sure we do not get busy is good.” 
 
“Yeah and you know.” Shane fidgeted with his keys again, peeking up through his lashes to suggest very quietly, “You could order for me. When we have breakfast. Cos I… like that.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya’s voice roughened husky and he lifted his hand to brush his knuckles at Shane’s cheek. “I will take care of that for you. And I need to kiss you very much right now.” 
 
“Yeah. Fuck.” Shane exhaled noisily. “You really do. How are we going to do that?” 
 
Ilya’s head snapped around to find Jacob, and Shane had to turn away and muffle a laugh into the sleeve of his sweater when Jacob immediately and loudly exclaimed, “Oh my stars! I forgot to do a lunch shift staff meeting! Everyone to my office real quick, kitchen staff you too! Let’s go! Give me five minutes real quick and then we can get back to work!” 
 
The waitresses looked skeptical of Jacob’s sudden need for a meeting and the kitchen staff grumbled as they abandoned lunch prep to follow their eccentric boss back to the office, but within a minute or two, Shane and Ilya were the only ones left in the front of the restaurant. 
 
The abruptly finagled privacy was downright hilarious and Shane was still laughing about it when Ilya cupped his face between his calloused palms and bent to kiss him. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane stopped laughing the second Ilya’s lips met his tasting like sugar sweet syrup and dark coffee and need. Shane was every bit as tall as Ilya but he still stood up on his toes and grabbed at Ilya  with both hands to drag him in faster, to angle the kiss deeper, to make sure Ilya wrapped his arms around his waist and held him tight when Shane’s mind blanked out and his limbs went loose for a dizzy few seconds while the only thing that mattered was sinking into Ilya’s solid frame and getting carried away.
 
“MmmmShanychka….” Ilya rumbled the endearment into another little kiss, dotting it at the corner of Shane’s mouth, then sweeping his thumb longingly at Shane’s bottom lip to wipe away the shine of saliva. “Thank you for breakfast.”
 
“Y-Yeah. Thank you for breakfast.” Shane had to pry his hands off of Ilya’s chest before he could leave, and he made a quiet noise like the good-bye was killing him as he forced himself out of Jacob’s place and into the sunshine of midday, into his car and on his way gone.
 
Ilya stayed leaning in the doorway with his head resting on the wooden frame and his arms folded so he wouldn’t pick up his phone and call Shane to meet him at the bakery or the rink or his house, fuck. 
 
Slow and steady and taking the time to talk and all that, yes. But the kiss had left him half hard and panting, Shane’s quiet request for regular breakfast dates so Ilya could order food for him had left him shaking, Ilya folded his arms tighter to his body and kept his eyes locked on Shane’s car turning into the traffic and disappearing down the highway and told himself to keep it together.
 
Fuck.
 
“Awww.” Jacob popped up at Ilya’s shoulder, sighing loudly with his hands clasped over his heart. “I just think my boyfriend is ever so dreamy.”
 
Ilya straightened up to glare at him, blue eyes flinty and shoulders tense and jaw set intimidating but Jacob only laughed and flicked him right in the nose, “Mr. Rozanov, don’t try that mean Russian glare on me, I just watched you heart eye over Coach drinking almond milk, you don’t scare me one bit.” 
 
“Yes, fine.” Ilya relented with a wink and a quick smile. “And also,” he checked over Jacob’s shoulder and lowered his voice. “Thank you. For–” 
 
“Mmhmm.” Jacob waved him off before he could explain any further. “Don’t you worry about that. It wasn’t so long ago it wasn’t safe to heart eye at handsome boys anywhere, much less in a dive bar in a small town, I remember being scared all the damn time for that sort of thing. But you know and I hope Coach knows that it’s safe here.” he emphasized with a snap of his fingers. “So it’s all fine.” 
 
“Thank you anyway.” Ilya said quietly. “Will see you next week.” 
 
From Lily: Jacob thinks you are handsome. 
 
From Jane: He thought my Dad was handsome too. Brought him a beer and called him a DILF. 
 
From Jane: Dad asked what DILF meant and I panicked and ran to use the bathroom. 
 
From Lily: Am I a DILF?
 
From Jane: Not while you’re pretending to be a monk and not fucking me. 
 
From Lily: You said going slow was a good idea. 
 
From Jane: Then you kissed me. So…
 
From Lily: Чмок-чмок
 
From Jane: What is that?
 
From Lily: Two kisses. Always. 
 
From Jane: Fuck I can’t wait to see you again. 
 
From Lily: Same
 
*****
 
Thursday afternoon was practice for the Montbonne Mighty Loons and fifteen minutes before start time, the door to Shane’s office at the rink burst open as Nadya came barreling through to race around the desk and throw herself into his arms for a hug. 
 
“H-H-Hi to Coach!” she shouted. “Guess wh-what I named my slllloth!” 
 
“Hi to Nadya.” Shane scooted back just in time to catch her, his hands braced out protectively so she didn’t bang any tender spots on the edge of his desk as he laughed, “What did you name your sloth?” 
 
“Blitz-zen!” 
 
“Blitzen.” Shane repeated skeptically. “Because he… blitzes along?” 
 
“YES!” She pumped her little fist in the air and Shane laughed, “Sloths are slow, Nadya!” 
 
“N-no.” she shook her head wildly, her curls flying every which way. “He is ss-ss-ssecretly quick!” 
 
“Secretly quick.” Shane knew better than to argue with a seven year old, and honestly he was sort of secretly thrilled that the ugly little sloth had been gifted a real name, so he nodded very seriously at her, “Blitzen. Alright.” 
 
“Nadyushka.” Ilya came through the office door next, moving slower with Mariya at his side. “Did you knock before bursting into Coach’s office like I told you? Is rude to run in uninvited.” 
 
“Oops.” Nadya ducked her head guiltily. “S-sorry Coach.” 
 
“It’s okay.” he whispered and she dimpled up grinning at him before sassing her Daddy, “C-Coach says it’s okay!” 
 
“Coach does not make the rules.” Ilya insisted firmly but Nadya insisted right back, “Innnn here he does!” 
 
“She’s got you there.” Shane tsked at him, and Ilya threw up his hands in mock frustration, muttering about gremlin children and enabling coaches and how he was being bullied. 
 
“Hey Mayday.” Shane ignored Ilya’s huffy complaints and patted Nadya on the back so she’d scoot out of the way and make room for her sister. “How’s my favorite doom bringer?” 
 
“Hi to Coach.” Mariya was quieter than usual, her spark and audacity still dimmed by the shock of her arm being hurt. She left Ilya’s side slowly, making her way around the desk with small, trudging steps until she was close enough to hold up the electric blue cast. “Will you sign my cast?” 
 
“Of course.” Shane turned his chair so he could tug her in between his knees, uncapping a permanent marker from the drawer and signing her cast in a place she could easily read it, adding a short message for her to feel better soon and then scribbling a quick drawing. “There you go.” 
 
“What is that?” She frowned at the stick figure drawing in confusion and Shane pointed to the figure with wild curls around it’s head, “That’s you.” and then to the zig zaggy lines he’d drawn around her hands, “That’s all the doom you bring.” 
 
“Oh. You’re a bad draw-er but it’s okay.” Mariya shuffled closer to Shane, closer again, closer again until she could hook her fingers in the whistle cord at his neck and rest her little head at his shoulder. “I like it. Thank you.” 
 
“You’re welcome, sweetheart.” Shane hugged her in close, rubbing his cheek at her curly, frizzy hair and holding onto her hurt arm carefully, supporting the clunky plaster cast in his hand. “Maybe I’ll take drawing lessons and try again?” 
 
“Yeah.” She sniffed and nodded against him. “Maybe.” 
 
“Hey, you know what you have to do for practice today?” Shane asked. “It’s really important.” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya straightened up with a small frown, shaking his head. “She is not ready to practice. I know is just her arm, but she is little. She cannot—-” 
 
“You have to help me coach.” Shane talked right over Ilya’s protests and handed Mariya a clipboard with a printed out list of drills, then took off his whistle and looped it around her neck. “Be my assistant.” 
 
“Oh.” Mariya’s green eyes went very wide. “Really?!” 
 
“Th-that’s not fair!” Nadya promptly screeched. “I w-w-want to coach! I wannnnt a whistle!” 
 
“I’m in charge!” Mood immediately lifted, Mariya started to blow at the whistle, but Shane’s hand shot out to stop her, holding on to her hand while he told her in no uncertain terms, “We only blow the whistle on the ice, Mayday.” 
 
“Yes Coach.” Mariya smiled very sweetly at him, then whipped around and told her sister, “Go get dressed! My rink, my rules! Bystreye! Bystreye! Bystreye!” 
 
Nadya ran from the office with Mariya hot on her heels, hurt arm and heavy cast all forgotten in the excitement of waving her clipboard and ordering her twin around. Shane winced when Nadya shouted something in Russian that made Mariya screech, “I’m telling Daddy!” and Ilya raised his eyebrows up judgy when Shane pursed his lips and admitted, “Okay, giving her a whistle and a clipboard might have been a mistake.”
 
“No, was mistake to give her authority.” Ilya told him flatly. “Masha is already only one arts and crafts project away from being supervillain, this will not end well.” 
 
“I just wanted to cheer her up and make sure she didn’t feel left out of practice!” Shane protested. “How could I know she’d go full drill sergeant on her sister?” 
 
“They are sisters.” came the blunt explanation. “Of course they turn on each other immediately. Is rookie parenting mistake to give kids noisemakers and power.” 
 
“Yeah, I’ll have to get better at that.” Shane searched through his desk drawer for his second whistle, and entirely missed the way Ilya’s face softened emotional over the casually delivered promise to get better at parenting the girls. “Can’t have Mayday’s temporary position as assistant coach of the Montbonne Mighty Loons be her villain origin story.” 
 
“No, that would make you look very bad.” Other parents and kids were coming through the ice rink doors and Ilya tried not to frown too hard about his limited few minutes with Shane already being done. “But she is very happy, the most smiley I have seen her all week. So thank you.” 
 
“Don’t say thank you until we know how many times she’s gonna blow that whistle and try to burst our ear drums.” Shane hung the new whistle around his neck and grabbed his skate bag so he could lace up alongside the girls on the bleachers. He scooted past Ilya at the door, but paused to hook their fingers and press at his hand, angling his body so it wasn’t obvious from outside the office what they were doing. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya murmured quietly, helplessly, eyes darting yearning all over Shane’s face. “Hi.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane squeezed his fingers. “Hi.” 
 
Practice with the Mighty Loons was as well oiled a machine as one could expect from a gaggle of seven and eight year olds, and it only took a few minutes for everyone to be dressed out and laced up and gathered around center ice for the first of their drills. 
 
“Alright Loons, listen up.” Shane set his hand gently atop Mariya’s head. “Mayday’s gonna help coach today since she’s got a busted wing, okay?” 
 
The girls all giggled at the busted wing comment, and Shane grinned, “Let’s get started. Assistant Coach Mayday?” 
 
“Line it up Loons!” Mayday put the whistle between her teeth and blasted it, and the few parents in the stands who had stayed for practice laughed amongst themselves because the noise and shriek of the whistle was fairly funny from a safe distance. 
 
Ilya couldn’t hardly look away from the sight of Shane crouching at Mariya’s side to point at her clipboard and talk her through coaching the next drill, but he managed it long enough to send a quick text on his phone. 
 
From Lily: Can I kiss you goodbye after practice? 
 
From Jane: I’ll egg your car if you don’t.
 
Ilya’s startled bark of laughter echoed in the rink and Shane pocketed his phone, directed Mariya to get the team moving through the next exercise, and let himself smile about it. 
 
*****
 
From Lily: Sveta is leaving today, I am driving her to airport after Masha’s appt at clinic.
 
From Lily: She would like to stop and see you and say bye if is okay. Are you in town? 
 
From Jane: What time? 
 
From Lily: 11? 
 
From Jane: I’ll be at the office. 
 
“Coach!” 
 
For a very brief moment before Svetlana enveloped him in a hug of sweet smelling perfume, her puffy jacket and wild curls, Shane wondered when or if he’d ever stop being stunned briefly speechless by her beauty. 
 
The twins could have been her mini-mes, from their auburn highlighted hair to their expressive green eyes and golden brown skin, the resemblance was downright uncanny and Shane sort of wanted to laugh at the idea of future-Ilya trying to handle two teenage girls who looked like their Mama, and sort of wanted to pray for whichever boy or girl got in their heads to try and date either of the twins. 
 
Heaven fucking help them, between their Mama’s looks and their Daddy’s sarcasm and wit, Nadya and Mariya were going to heartbreaking handfuls. 
 
…Shane sort of let himself hope for a very brief moment as Svetlana hugged him in close, that he was still around and part of their lives to see it. 
 
“Thank you for letting me come say bye.” Svetlana leaned in and left a red printed kiss on Shane’s cheek, then wiped it away with her thumb. “I told Ilyushka to have you just come to the house but he whined about how Masha would brag to Nadyushka about getting to see Coach while she was at school, and then he’d have grouchy girls on his hands all weekend…” 
 
She waved her hand flippantly. “You know him, he is dramatic.” 
 
“He's pretty dramatic.” Shane smiled at llya over Svetlana’s shoulder. “And uh yeah. Yeah, it was no problem to come in. I’m glad you were able to stay all week with the girls.” 
 
“It was nice to be here for a while, yes.” She took his hand, drawing her long nails across his palm before twining their fingers and lowering her voice, “I know this is still weird for you. But I hope one day soon it won’t be.” 
 
Shane hesitated, and Svetlana shook her head, lowering her voice a little more, “It’s fine. You two will figure things out and you and I will figure it out and we will all be fine, I know it. In the meantime,” she pressed at his hand lightly. “Whenever you are ready for that conversation about Vegas and Russia? Let me know, mkay?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane agreed quietly. “I will.” 
 
“Do svidaniya i spasibo, Jane.” She whispered into one more hug, then pulled away and raised her voice to tell Ilya, “I will wait in the car a minute, okay?” and, with two fingers tapping at her lips and a wink in Shane’s direction, “See you another time, Coach.” 
 
“...bye.” 
 
Svetlana sashayed her way out of the rink and towards the car, and Ilya blew out a deep breath, offering a careful but genuinely grateful smile towards Shane. “Thank you. It means a lot to her that you do not hate her.” 
 
“I don’t hate her.” Shane propped himself back on the desk, his feet folded at the ankles and hands braced at the edge. “Promise.” 
 
“I know you don’t.” Ilya’s eyes dropped over Shane’s frame, from the tilt of his head and stretch of his shoulders to the cut of his waist in the snug fit shirt. “But I know is still weird for you, so–” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane didn’t want to talk about it. Not because he was in denial or not coping or gonna panic or anything, but because everything twisted up complicated uncertain ugly he’d felt about Svetlana since coming to Montbonne was better after he’d been able to step up and step in and help with the girls and be so accepted and appreciated for it. It was better after Ilya had broken down vulnerable in the kitchen with him and Svetlana made it crystal clear that Shane was the only person Ilya ever felt safe enough to do that with. 
 
Shane didn’t want to talk about it because things were going good and he was feeling better about the entire situation and the only thing that would fix it even more was time, and they had that now. They had time to figure things out. No need to apologize or agonize or worry about it all the time. 
 
So, “It’s okay. I promise.” he told him. “But I know you have to get toing, so are you gonna come here and kiss me or not?” 
 
“Brat.” Ilya pushed off the door and made his way across the office with measured steps and purposeful movements, giving Shane plenty of time to move forward and meet him half way, to straighten up off the desk so they were eye to eye, giving Shane plenty of time to do anything other than sit there with his dark eyes heating hot and his chin up like he was challenging Ilya to be brave enough to come and take the kiss waiting on his pursed lips. 
 
But once Ilya was so close that he had to step a little sideways to avoid Shane’s crossed feet, so close that the few inches of height difference afforded by Shane leaning ona the desk seemed drastic and Ilya was practically looming over him, then Shane dropped his shoulders and dropped his chin, curving and curling in with a shaky little sigh like maybe he’d just been waiting for Ilya to prove he wanted him. 
 
Ilya wanted him so bad his next breath was nearly a groan as he brought his fingertips to Shane’s cheek, up to the scatter of freckles at the delicate skin beneath his dark eyes, and down to his chin to coax him up until their noses bumped. 
 
“Will I see you again today?” Ilya swept his thumb along Shane’s jawline. “Or you are busy? Friday is trivia night, yes?” 
 
“Yeah. And the drive to the airport is almost five hours roundtrip if you don’t make any stops.” Shane kept his eyes on Ilya’s mouth, his own lips barely moving with the weight of Ilya’s fingers at his jaw. “You won’t be back until I’m at trivia and it gets out late. You’ll be home putting the girls to bed way before then.” 
 
“Is not a good idea for you to come by after.” Ilya said what they both knew out loud. “Too late for a movie and I would not watch movie anyway, not with you there snuggling in blankets.” 
 
“Rumor has it blanket snuggling is the gateway drug to canoodling.” Shane smiled when Ilya laughed low and soft at him. “So you should probably kiss me good-bye now and get going?” 
 
“Yes, I should kiss you good-bye now and get going.” Ilya braced a hand on the desk behind Shane and leaned in close, but not all the way, leaving a little bit of space and the opportunity for Shane to–
 
“Ilya.” The word came out a sigh, a moan, a plea as Shane closed the bare inch between their lips and kissed him open mouthed and hungry, his hands leaving the desk to grasp at Ilya’s biceps then sliding up to tangle into Ilya’s hair. Ilya held at Shane’s chin but didn’t dare hold at Shane’s waist lest his hands start to wander, and when Shane started to pull away, Ilya chased the kiss for one more second, one more little peck, one last brush of lips. 
 
“Text me.” his voice sounded ragged even to his own ears and Ilya had to work to clear his throat as they eased apart. “And I will answer when I can?” 
 
“I will. Yeah.” Shane slumped back against the desk again, folding his arms against his body so he wouldn’t reach out and drag Ilya back. “Drive safe?” 
 
“I will.” 
 
Svetlana didn’t say anything when Ilya first made it out to the car so they could head out to the airport, but when they reached Montbonne’s last traffic light at the city outskirts and Ilya was still smiling goofy and drumming his fingers restlessly excited at the steering wheel, she finally sighed extra loud and demanded, “Ilyushka. What is the purpose of your face?” 
 
“Nothing.” he denied immediately. “You are imagining things.” 
 
“I am not imagining things.” she retorted with an incredulous snort. “You are smiling so big right now! Is your Jane such a good kisser?” 
 
“It not your business.” He sniffed at her, then, “But yes.” 
 
“Wow.” Svetlana’s mouth dropped open in amusement when Ilya’s phone chimed, the screen lighting up with a message from Jane. “Ah look here.” she held it up teasingly. “Jane must still be smiling over your kisses too, which is crazy behavior because you are not that good of a kisser. I would know.” 
 
“Hush.” The traffic light was red, so Ilya snatched the phone from her and opened his messages while he had the chance. 
 
From Jane: I’m assuming Alicia is with Mayday and one of the neighbors is getting Nadya from school since you’ll be in the city, but if you need help with the girls let me know. 
 
From Lily: Coach to the rescue. Do you have tights and cape to wear with superhero Coach outfit? 
 
From Jane: You’re just trying to see me in tights. 
 
From Lily: Yes. Very sheer ones. Or the kind with that black seam on the back that goes all the way up.  
 
From Jane: Are monks allowed to say things like that?
 
“The light is green, Ilyushka.” Svetlana laughed right in his face when Ilya was too busy smiling down at his phone and the snarky little text to pay attention. “Oh my god, you really are just a smitten kitten over your Jane, aren’t you?” 
 
“Hush, Sveta.” The phone chimed again and Ilya shoved it under his leg so he wouldn’t be tempted to check it and respond while driving. “Do not call me cat names, I am not a–” 
 
Chime–chime. Shane texted twice in quick succession and Svetlana clapped her hands crowing with glee when Ilya blushed dark red, his face flooding with color. 
 
“Fine.” he groused as they left the Montbonne city limits behind and the car picked up speed zooming down the highway towards the airport. “Fucking meow, or whatever.” 
 
“Fucking meow!” Svetlana shrieked and Ilya huffed flustered at her, “Sveta! Shut up!” 
 
From Jane: I already can’t wait to see you again. Is that crazy? 
 
*****
 
“I know we’re almost out of time.” Shane checked the time on the computer clock. “But I had a question. If you don’t mind.” 
 
“You’re my last appointment of the day.” Dr. Soule assured him. “No rush, go ahead and ask.” 
 
“Okay. So.” The week’s therapy had been moved to Monday at Dr. Soule’s request, and even though the change in scheduling had thrown his routine for a loop, and Shane wasn’t looking forward to having to clear his head of therapy before heading to practice with the Loons, the last week had been so intense that getting to talk to Dr. Soule a day early was actually sort of nice. 
 
The moved up session was even better when Shane was finally able to put into words something that had been lingering in the back of his head for a couple weeks. 
 
“So I told you me and my…partner… are trying dating again.” he started slowly, and Dr. Soule made an agreeable noise. “And things are going good. I mean, it’s only been like a week, but I feel like things are going really good. We’ve seen each other a couple of times and spent a long time talking and we’re texting a lot and it’s all–” 
 
He nodded jerkily. “Good. Yeah.” 
 
“Okay.” Dr. Soule motioned for him to continue. “And what is your question, what is bothering you about it?” 
 
“Not really bothering me, I guess.” Shane pulled the cuffs of his hoodie down over his hands and folded his arms. “But I keep thinking about before?” he jerked his head backwards. “Not Vegas. But the last couple months when we were spending time together and while I was trying to figure everything out.” 
 
“Yes.” she made a quick note on her paper. “What about it?” 
 
“We had some really good moments together." Shane flushed thinking about the bakery, about the apartment above the bakery, about the phone calls and the keychains. “But now all those good moments are tainted by us breaking up. By me freaking out. And I hate that. So how– how do I not hate those memories? Because I don’t want to, but I sort of can’t help it. I think about Christmas and instead of smiling about how fun the party was and how much I liked the present, I keep thinking about how he looked when I uh– when I–” 
 
“I see.” Dr. Soule spared Shane the difficulty of talking through the painful break up. “And I understand why you are struggling with this. A lot has happened in a relatively short amount of time, with most of it linked to your heartbreak in Vegas, so of course it’s difficult to separate the good times from the tough times that seemed to follow very quickly behind.” 
 
“Yes.” Yeah, that’s what it was. Every good moment from before Christmas had been almost immediately followed by something shitty– by Shane freaking out, or some sort of miscommunication or something. “How do I separate those things so I can hold onto the good stuff without feeling guilty about the bad stuff?” 
 
“I am going to frame this situation like I’ve framed most situations as we’ve talked.” she decided after a moment. “By relating it to your hockey career. How many Cups did you win?” 
 
“Three.” he answered promptly. “2015, 2016, 2020.” 
 
“Right. And then you were hurt and retired and now you are here, so tell me.” she took her glasses off and lay them off to the side. “Does being retired take away the significance of those victories?” 
 
“No.” 
 
“The moments were good, regardless of what came next, correct? Of course you were angry and bitter and grieving the loss of your career after your injury,” Dr. Soule continued, “But those feelings and struggles don't detract from the sincere joy you found in your victories.” 
 
“Okay?” Shane hesitated. “I guess I--” 
 
“When you held those Cups with your team, did you obsess about the games you lost and consider the entire season and journey some awful series of events that inexplicably ended with you winning?” She pressed. “Or did you gloss it all over with only the good stories and rewrite it as a fairy tale about the games you won, all the points you scored, and the records you broke?” 
 
“No.” He frowned at the screen. “No. It’s both. It’s games we won that gave us the motivation to keep going and the shitty games that taught us to–” 
 
Dr. Soule smiled when Shane’s expression cleared in realization. "Oh."
 
“Shane, a difficult moment or day or experience doesn’t negate the good that happened before. Neither does it mean that the joy we found in those good moments is somehow insincere or undeserved." she shook her head. "You being injured does not take away from the shine of those Cups or your name in the record books, and you struggling with healing in this relationship does not invalidate all the times you smiled.” 
 
“Life is messy.” she said with a knowing, sympathetic sigh. “Ups and downs and sometimes the path takes us every which way except forward, but we do ourselves a disservice if we decide our growth and progress and happiness is immediately null and void because one bad day or even a series of bad days left us slipping and sliding or feeling stuck.” 
 
“Okay. Okay.” Shane liked that. “A bad day doesn’t erase the good stuff. The good progress.” 
 
“Of course not.” Dr. Soule assured him warmly. “So how do you separate those moments in your head to hold onto the good without feeling guilty over the bad? You don’t separate them, Shane. Just like a Cup winning season, you learn the lessons of the bad moments and hold onto the hope and motivation of the good moments and keep moving forward. Give it–” 
 
“Time.” he finished with a short nod. “Give it time just like with everything else.” 
 
“Hm.” she smiled at him. “You’re learning.” 
 
“I’m trying. Yeah.”  
 
“If I can offer a suggestion to maybe help the process along?” she suggested after another moment of thought. “You are private about your relationship with your partner, so I can’t be very specific with this idea, but you might try recreating some of those good moments from your past together. For example, you told me…”
 
She flipped back through her notes until she found what she was looking for. “Before Vegas, you often met in hotels to keep your relationship a secret. Booking a hotel now simply for the fun of it might take some of the sorrow out of those memories. Taking what used to be a fear based necessity in your relationship and reclaiming it as an option and a get away and something to celebrate could be good for both of you.” 
 
“And building on that,” Dr. Soule turned back another few pages until she found another note. “You told me you felt like you missed out on big chunks of life by being a professional athlete, by having your heart broken and honestly, just by being you, by being Shane Hollander with his routines and schedules and spreadsheets. While you are recreating and reclaiming memories with your partner, you should take the chance to do that for yourself as well.” 
 
“You mean like,” Shane felt dumb even saying it out loud. “Going to Disney world and riding all the rides until I puke? Or eating a bunch of desserts? Because I don’t think I need to do that sort of thing. Yeah, I missed out on a lot of stuff but nothing that I need to– to reclaim. Nothing that matters at this point in my life.” 
 
“Maybe not.” she allowed with a small shrug. “But you know, I used to beg my parents to let me paint my bathroom pink and they always told me no, it was expensive and too much work and pointless. I went to school and couldn’t paint my dorm pink, I got married and had children and a pink bathroom fell to the very very bottom of the list of things I stopped caring about once I had a full time career and was a full time Mom. But I painted my guest bathroom pink on a whim last year, and now it is my favorite thing in my entire house. Teenage me would have been so happy with it and it was both rewarding and validating to finally do it for myself. Such a simple thing, pink paint in my bathroom, but I smile every single day when I see it, and that little bump of joy counts for so much more than people realize.” 
 
“Sometimes healing looks like acknowledging and indulging the needs and wants of our younger selves.” Dr. Soule finished with a small smile. “And since you were stuck so long in Vegas, I’m sure there is at least one thing you could give your younger self that would heal a part of your heart maybe you don’t even notice hurts anymore.” 
 
“Huh.” Shane started to frown doubtfully, but then, “Huh.” he said again with his eyes widening, and, “Oh.” with a smile spreading across his face. “Okay I get it.” 
 
“Homework for this week.” She started typing up the usual post- session recap email. “While you are busy enjoying and re-creating the wonderful moments with your partner, do a little soul searching for your own sake and find something to do or give your younger self that would make you feel more complete as a person now. Don’t feel as if you have to accomplish that by next week’s session, I just want you to think about it.” 
 
“I will.” Shane promised. “Thanks, Dr. Soule.” 
 
“Have a nice week, Shane. Talk soon.” 
 
Shane signed off the video call with Dr. Soule, then picked up his phone and opened up a FaceTime with his mom, chewing impatiently at the plastic end of his hoodie string as he waited for her to pick up. 
 
“Shane.” Yuna was in the kitchen when she answered, half a sandwich in her hand as she propped the phone up on the counter and waved at him. “Hi baby. How are you?” 
 
“I’m okay. I don’t have a whole lotta time to talk before practice but I was wondering,” If Shane didn’t hurry the hell up he was going to be late. Mayday was sort of shockingly strict and he did not want to get hollered at by a pint sized assistant coach. “You still have the listing paperwork for the lake property? The name and number of the real estate agent?” 
 
“The lake property.” Yuna repeated. “You mean the cottage property? The one by our cabin?” 
 
“Yes. Yeah. Exactly.” He nodded. “You have all that info?” 
 
“I can certainly find it again.” she answered, mystified. “Why, though?” 
 
“Dr. Soule said I missed out on so many things because of–” Shane shook his head. He didn’t want to get into a big discussion with his Mom about just why he’d buried himself so far in hockey and tried his damndest to let life pass him by. “It doesn’t matter. Can you find that information and make a few calls for me? Get the ball rolling on it?” 
 
“Get the ball rolling on… purchasing the cottage property?” she doubled checked. “Is that what you’re asking?” 
 
“Yes.” Another quick nod. “Please. Do you mind?” 
 
“Of course I don’t–.” Yuna put her sandwich down and sniffed, wiping at her nose. “No, Shane. I don’t mind. I love this idea. You wanted that spot so much, I remember how excited you were to get the plans drawn up and god, you were so sad when the land sold the first time and then you stopped caring for about anything for long–” 
 
“Mom.” Shane interrupted gently. “I gotta get to practice. But you can handle it for me?” 
 
“I’ll get it all started and keep you updated.” she promised with tears glittering in her eyes. “Don’t you worry, sweetheart. If you’re ready to build that cottage, I’ll do whatever I can to make it happen.” 
 
“Thanks Mom. I love you. Tell Dad I love him too.” 
 
“Oh, we sure do love you, kiddo.” 
 
*****
 
From Jane: Can I call? 
 
From Lily: Always. 
 
“Ilya. Hey.” Shane was in the car when he called, and he frowned when he couldn’t hardly hear Ilya answer over the barrage of noise in the background. “What’s going on, why’s it so loud at your house?” 
 
“Hold on, hold on. Let me–” Ilya muffled the phone with his hand and hollered up the stairs to the twins bedroom, “Girls! Inside voices like mice! Only squeaking, no shrieking!” 
 
“Da, Daddy! Only squeaking, no shrieking!” Mariya hollered back, and on his side of the line, Shane grinned to himself when the background noise level all but disappeared. 
 
“Did you just tell a group of kids to squeak, not shriek?” he checked and Ilya groaned at him, “Shanychka, when there are ten little ones in the house, you will say anything to make them be quiet, yes? Does not matter how stupid it is. If it works, you will say it.” 
 
“Okay, but it’s a Tuesday night.” Shane turned the heater down in the car so he could hear better, and pulled out of the grocery store parking lot. “Why do you have ten little ones in the house on a school night?” 
 
“Is PTA night.” Ilya put the phone on speaker and propped it at the kitchen counter so he had both hands free to keep working on dinner. “No one wants to take littles to PTA meetings and I do not want to go to PTA meetings, so my house is drop off spot. Masha is back at school this week but has to sit out recess for another couple days so she is very happy to have friends over to play.” 
 
“Huh.” Shane slowed to a stop at the traffic light, head tilted as he listened to the muted clatter of dishes on the call. “Are you making them cookies?” 
 
“Obviously yes.” Ilya answered amused. “And personal sized pizzas, too.” 
 
“That seems like a ton of work.” Shane decided skeptically and Ilya agreed, “Yes, but what is point of coming to the baker’s house if you do not get good baked things?” 
 
“Aw, I’m sure all of the twin’s friends are super glad to know the Muffin Man.” The silence that fell after Shane’s gleefully delivered little chirp would have been terrifying if Shane hadn’t been able to picture exactly how hilariously disgruntled Ilya would look standing there in his apron and bandana and probably with flour dusted at his arms. 
 
“I hate you.” Ilya finally said after a long minute, sounding absolutely huffy as he got back to work rolling out personal sized pizza crusts. “Did you only call to bully me?” 
 
“Obviously, yes.” The road out to the cabin was dark, the asphalt buckled and rough in several places and Shane settling into his seat for the almost twenty minute drive to turn off for the lake and his cabin. “And because I’m driving back from the grocery store and have some time and we– we didn’t talk much today.” 
 
“Oh, so you miss me.” Ilya needled and Shane rolled his eyes, “Fuck off.” 
 
“Mmm no.” Ilya stirred the pizza sauce on the stove and startled ladling it onto the crusts. “And sorry. I am very busy at bakery this week with Valentines Day orders. Monday and today I did prep to bake all and decorate all day tomorrow. I know I missed texts.” 
 
“No, it’s okay.” Shane turned his bright headlights on to cut through the gloom, slowing down to avoid a particularly bad pothole. “And I was gonna say if we need to miss breakfast at Jacob’s tomorrow–” 
 
“No.” 
 
“--We could reschedule for Friday–” 
 
“No.” 
 
“So you have time to get everything done!” he had to raise his voice to explain over Ilya’s emphatic protests, but Ilya raised his voice right back, “No, Shane. We are not skipping breakfast. I want to see you.” 
 
“Yeah, and I want to see you too. Rescheduling doesn’t mean–” 
 
“No.” 
 
“I told you I understand priorities–”
 
“No.” 
 
“Ilya!” 
 
“Shane.”
 
“Fine. Jesus.” It was nobody’s business just how big Shane smiled over Ilya adamantly, utterly stubbornly refusing to skip breakfast together. “Okay. What are the kids doing that made you tell them to squeak not shriek?” 
 
“They are playing ah–” Ilya tried to remember what Nadya had called it when they’d gotten home from school. “Ice breaker? They learned it from substitute teacher. A game to get to know each other. Two truths and a lie?” 
 
“Are you playing with them?” Shane wanted to know and Ilya clicked his tongue as he switched out the blades on the mandoline slicer to shred the mozzarella, “No, Shane, I am not playing ice breaker games with second graders.” 
 
“You should, I bet you’d win.” Shane hated how long the drive to the cabin was. The little place at the end of the road buried in the forest and up against the lake had seemed like the perfect place to fucking disappear six months ago, the long drive each time he had to go into town had given him time to think and process and sometimes just disassociate. But more and more lately and very specifically right then while Ilya was making little pizzas for a house full of kids and being funny over the phone with him, the cabin and the drive felt lonely and miserable and cold. 
 
Fuck. 
 
“I was always really good at those games.” He shook himself from the melancholy thoughts and refocused on the road, on the conversation. “I mean, I hated ice breakers because they were always awkward as fuck, but no one could ever tell when I was lying.” 
 
“I can tell.” Ilya eyeballed the spread of little cheese pizzas, then bent down to pull the larger sized baking stones from the bottom of his baking pan cupboard. “I can always tell when you are lying, you are bad at hiding it.” 
 
“That’s not a fair match up though.” Shane shook his head. “That’s why the games are ice breakers. You play them with strangers. It doesn’t count if you know me well enough to know what I look like when I lie.” 
 
“Okay, but I can tell over phone too.” Ilya propped the door open on the oven and carefully slid the big baking stone and half a dozen small pizzas inside. “I can always tell with you. I will prove it. Give me two truths, one lie and I will guess the right one.” 
 
“Ilya, no that’s now how the game–” 
 
“Pussy.” 
 
“Asshole.” Shane fired back, then, “Fine. Okay. Two truths and a lie. I hold the speed record in the league, I can tell you the name and jersey number of every player on both sides of the 1980 Miracle on Ice game and…” 
 
He swallowed, wetting his lips. “I put on a suit for our first hook up. Room 1410.” 
 
“Easy.” Ilya moved the rest of the prepped mini pizzas to a second baking stone and set it on the counter until the first batch was done. “The suit. Room 1410. That is the lie.” 
 
“Nope.” Shane grinned thoroughly pleased with himself. “Wrong. It’s the Miracle on Ice thing.” 
 
“No, you are wrong.” Ilya moved the phone with him to the other side of the kitchen so he could start on a batch of cookie dough, frowning when Shane laughed at him, “Ilya, how could I be wrong about my own lie? That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
“No, is wrong.” It had been fifteen almost sixteen years, but Ilya still remembered everything about Room 1410. “Speed record is true, you care too much about hockey and stats so yes, you know the Miracle on Ice teams and you did not wear a suit that night. That is the lie. You wore black pants and ugly shirt and kept your socks on the whole time. I remember.” 
 
“I remember too.” Shane’s voice softened a little. “But you’re still wrong. That’s what I was wearing when you knocked on the door, but before that? When I was trying to get ready for you. I felt like it was gonna be special and like maybe it mattered a lot. I wanted to look nice for you, so I put on a suit. But then I felt like an idiot and figured you would make fun of me, so I took it off.” 
 
“You–” Ilya braced his hands on the kitchen counter and hung his head for a minute, eyes screwed shut and lips pressed tight and breath coming harsh as thousand different memories of all the things he knew about Shane all crashed through his mind at once and came to a full stop against this one thing he’d never known. “Fuck.” 
 
“Ilya?” Shane checked in a little anxiously when the call went silent. “Still there?” 
 
“YA zdes’ lyubimyy.” English didn’t work just then, so Ilya said in Russian, croaking the words past the lump in his throat. “Da. Here. I ah–” 
 
“Ilya?” 
 
“I am here, yes.” Ilya straightened back up and cleared his throat, busying himself with the cookie dough prep again and making every effort to sound normal and not like he was half a breath from grabbing his keys and running out the door and chasing Shane down to kiss him. “Yes. Okay. Sorry.” 
 
“What happened?” Shane didn’t know what to think about Ilya’s reaction and he gripped the steering wheel nervously, eyes shifting between the dark road and the screen display with Lily’s name in bold letters. “What are you doing?” 
 
“Trying to decide if I want to laugh until I die, or kiss your boring face right off.” Ilya was half way kidding, and halfway fully fucking serious. “You really put on a suit the first time?” 
 
“Okay well.” Shane relaxed a little again. “Don’t laugh at me. I was nervous!” 
 
“This is my new favorite thing.” The laughter started to win out, not mean or condescending or teasing but honestly joyful, Ilya started laughing honestly joyful because he’d been sick to his stomach that night so so nervous at the thought of even touching Shane Hollander but Shane, his Shane, had put on a suit? 
 
It was perfect. It was amazing. Ilya laughed because the little bit of truth he’d never known about Shane was suddenly everything. 
 
“Stop laughing at me!” Shane fussed but Ilya goaded, “No no, tell me! Did you put on a tie? What color was it?” 
 
“Fuck you, cut it out!” 
 
“Did you wear dress shoes too? Shiny ones, with buckles? Tell me.” 
 
“I’m hanging up.” 
 
“Did you follow formal wear rules and wear black socks and then switch to white socks–!” 
 
*click*
 
Ilya called Shane right back, and Shane let it ring three times before he set his jaw and picked up with audibly petulant sigh. 
 
“What, Rozanov?” 
 
“Ooh, I am Rozanov now?" Ilya was still laughing. "I am either in trouble or you are very horny, which is it?”
 
"Fuck off." Shane almost hung up again. "Thin fucking ice, Rozanov."
 
"No no, don't be mad." A few more chuckles escaped before llya managed to quell it. “Don’t be mad. I think it is funny and sweet, I love it. Thank you for telling me.” 
 
“You didn’t have to laugh so loud.” Shane grumbled, and Ilya clicked his tongue, “Da, moy serdityy kotonok, I did. But I will make it up to you. Ask me two truths and one lie.” 
 
“Wait, what did you call me kotonok?” Shane latched onto a word he thought he recognized. “That means cat doesn’t it? Are you calling me a grumpy cat or something?” 
 
“Oh, so you speak Russian now?” Ilya’s heart flip flopped in his chest, his mind racing as he tried to figure out when Shane might have started translating all the things Ilya had whispered to him in their good moments before the break up. “When did you–” 
 
“When I got Mayday back to the house after the hospital, Nadya gave me a list of stuffies to grab and one of them was kotonok?” Shane stumbled over the pronunciation. “She told me it was the grumpy looking cat, are you calling me a grumpy cat?” 
 
“Well, you are very grumpy.” Ilya deflected mildly, and smiled when Shane cursed at him again. He’d called Shane an angry kitten, actually. Specifically, his angry kitten because when Shane scrunched his gorgeous features up annoyed, all Ilya ever wanted to do was hug him close and make him purr. 
 
But grumpy cat was enough of a translation for right then, so Ilya moved back to the other side of the kitchen to check on the pizza, and repeated, “Ask me two truths, one lie. Come on. Is only fair for me to play too.” 
 
“Fine.” Shane exhaled noisily. “Give me two truths, one lie.” 
 
“Okay.” The second batch of pizzas went into the oven and Ilya set a timer on his phone, then ducked into the living room so he had a little more privacy for this part of the conversation. “Two truths, one lie. Svetlana pierced my belly button when I was fifteen and it got infected and I thought I would die. When the girls went to get first vaccinations as babies, they cried so loud I yelled at the nurse even though it was not her fault, I was very stressed. And.” 
 
He took a breath. “And I was almost late to present award in Vegas with you because I was in the bathroom having a panic attack about seeing you again after Sochi.” 
 
“What?” Shane took his foot off the gas, coasting the car to a stop on the shoulder of the road and putting it in park. “Really? In Vegas?"
 
“Yes.” Ilya pinched the bridge of his nose, then rubbed at his eyes. “Yes. I got there early because I wanted to talk to you. I was going to tell you sorry for Sochi and that we had to break up, I was not–” he winced. “--was not going to tell you about Papa or leaving forever for Russia, but I was going to say sorry and then break up. I got there early to do that, because then we could present together and I could leave and even if I won MVP, they could send me award later. I was going to talk to you very fast before presenting, then leave right after and be gone.” 
 
“So why.” Shane stopped. Swallowed. Tried again. “Why didn’t you do that?” 
 
“Because I saw you in the hall.” Ilya answered helplessly. “They were fitting you with mic, running through cue cards, fixing your hair and you were so beautiful I-- I panicked. I had tried to forget how much I wanted you, then I saw you and I remembered and I panicked. I ran to bathroom and was sick for a long time, I had to ask someone to bring me toothbrush and mouth rinse and then I was almost late getting to stage.” 
 
“Holy shit, Ilya.” 
 
“You asked who I had been with to be late.” Ilya slumped back on the couch, his head on the back cushion and eyes blurring as he stared up at the ceiling. “I hated myself for that. For making you think things like that. I was so sorry and could not say it. And then everything else was…” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane closed his eyes tight, held onto the steering wheel tight, locked himself down tight so he wouldn’t shake apart hearing Ilya’s voice crack and break with the confession “Everything else was…” 
 
“Fucked.” Ilya finished in a whisper. “Sorry, Shanychka.” 
 
“Fuck.” 
 
The conversation lagged as they sat miles apart from one another, sniffling through wet breaths and blinking back the tears threatening behind their eyes, not lingering in Vegas but acknowledging it all the same for few quiet moments of honesty. 
 
Then. 
 
“So.” Shane dragged in a slow breath. “So, Svetlana didn’t pierce your belly button, huh?” 
 
“She did.” Ilya nodded, his voice low and soft and grateful for the return to normalcy, for the acceptance and forgiveness from Shane wrapped up in a teasing little comment. “But I was fourteen, not fifteen. That is the lie.” 
 
“That’s the lie.” Shane repeated in a whisper. “Okay. Okay. Can I see you?” 
 
“Tomorrow?” 
 
“No.” He put the car in drive again and whipped it into a U-turn, speeding down the highway away from the cabin and back towards the lights of Montbonne, back towards the East End neighborhood where Ilya was sharing his heart in between making personal pizzas and cookies for a house full of his kids friends. “Like in fifteen minutes. I can be at your house in fifteen minutes. Can I see you?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya took the phone of speaker and pressed it to his ear. “Please.” 
 
“Be right there.” 
 
By the time headlights lit up the driveway at Ilya’s house fifteen, almost twenty minutes later, Ilya had managed to successfully wrangle ten second graders downstairs and into the living room to watch a movie with their little pizzas and juice boxes, and he checked in on them one last time before ditching his apron in the kitchen and wiping his hands and rushing to the front door.
 
Shane clicked the car headlights off but left the engine running and the door open as he hurried up the porch steps to get to Ilya, planting both hands at Ilya’s chest and pushing him up against the side of the house to crush a kiss to his lips. 
 
“Yes, come here. Fuck.” Ilya groaned low in his throat, clutching at Shane’s waist and then at his butt when Shane pinned him harder against the wall and shoved his tongue past his lips to lick deep into his mouth.
 
“Shane.” Ilya barely got the word out. Shane eased back only to suck at his bottom lip, to span his hand under Ilya’s jaw and direct his head to the side so he could mouth and bite and lick his way up the line of Ilya’s throat until he could suckle the tender skin at his earlobe and groan, “Ilya…” right into his ear. 
 
“Hey.” he got one hand up to cradle the back of Shane’s head and keep him close, scratching through Shane’s dark hair and craning his neck into the heat of Shane’s mouth. “What– what–” 
 
Shane kissed him again and Ilya fell into it, sagging back against the wall of the house and shuddering beneath the drag of teeth and the insistent push of Shane’s tongue. 
 
Eventually, “What was that for?” Shane pulled away and pressed their foreheads together and Ilya settled a hand at the base of his neck, digging his thumb in massaging at the knotted muscles and trying to remember how to make words or– or syllables or anything coherent enough to ask, “Shanychka, why did you—?” 
 
“I wanted to kiss you.” Shane hooked his thumbs in Ilya’s pockets, framing his hips with his palms and fingers spread wide. “I wanted– needed to–” 
 
It was for the confession about Vegas. For the honesty about a moment that had been festering wrapped up in ten years worth of silence and and hurt and confusion. For the vulnerability from Ilya that never failed to take Shane’s breath away and remind him that what they had decided to chase together was worth it. 
 
But that was too many words when his head was spinning and heart racing and stomach swooping dizzy, so Shane only said, “I wanted to kiss you. Is that okay?” 
 
“So okay, yes.” Ilya leaned in to brush a kiss at Shane’s temple, then readjusted so they could rest forehead to forehead again. “I am happy to see you.” 
 
“I’m happy to see you too.” Shane whispered. “But um,” the very corner of his mouth tilted up into a kiss drunk, self satisfied, little smirk. “I’m gonna need you to admit I won the game.” 
 
“Mmm no.” Ilya smiled a little bit too, snaking his arm around Shane’s waist and holding him closer. “Never. Absolutely not.” 
 
“You couldn’t tell what I was lying about it.” Shane pressed at Ilya’s foot just carefully with the tip of his shoe. “So I won. Admit it.” 
 
“I would rather die than lose stupid ice breaker game, Shane.” Ilya’s broad shoulders shook with quiet laughter and Shane wet his lips teasingly, “Then suffer and die, cos you lost.” 
 
“You are very sure?” Ilya set his fingertips lightly lightly under Shane’s eyes, nudging him up with a quiet murmur and covering him in one last, achingly sweet kiss. “Because I feel like I am winning right now.” 
 
“Did you get that cheesy line from some shitty rom-com movie?” Shane squeezed at Ilya’s hand and stepped back, trying to laugh to cover the ache of lonely in his heart and the way every bone in his body wanted to ask to stay. 
 
“That depends.” Ilya held onto Shane’s hand as long as he could until Shane reached the bottom of the porch stairs and their fingers couldn’t reach anymore. “Is it working on you?”
 
“It really is.” Shane looked back at his car, then up at the porch with a quiet, longing sigh. “See you in the morning?”  
 
“Da, dorogoy.” Ilya tapped at his lips twice. “In the morning.” 
 
“Bye.” 
 
*****
 
Valentines Day week was busy at the bakery, every bit as busy as the holiday season but all crammed into a single week in February. 
 
Ilya had done enough special order prep on Monday and Tuesday to ensure he could sneak away for an hour for breakfast at Jacob’s with Shane, but even an hour away from the bake table and the dozens of orders waiting to be filled was pushing it, so Ilya had to settle for a quick breakfast, only a little bit of conversation, and then blowing an apologetic kiss towards Shane and paying the tab as he hurried out of the crowded dining room to race back to the bakery and get to work. 
 
Breakfast had been short, an hour of leisure somehow always translated into two hours of trying to catch up, and there were so many order slips needing filled and boxed that for the first time ever, Ilya shut the bakery lobby down right at noon. He put a sign on the door apologizing for the closure, helped Alicia and the front counter girls set up folding tables all across the lobby so there was plenty of space to organize, box and tag the orders as they were filled, then turned up his music and turned on his mixer and got to work. 
 
From Jane: I know you’re busy. And I know we already saw each other for breakfast. But is it okay if I come by the bakery later? 
 
Ilya didn’t see the text message come through. He had all notifications silenced so nothing could distract from the mountain of pink and white and red frosting and heart shaped sprinkles, had his earbuds in so he could listen to the intensely driving music Alicia so distastefully called ‘hater-tunes’ without anyone else complaining, he took over all the bake tables and moved from one to the other frosting, decorating, sprinkling and then rotating around to pull tray after tray of fresh treats from the oven, he was busy. 
 
From Jane: Okay, yeah. You’re busy. I’m gonna stop by anyway. I won’t bother you, I just wanted to buy some cupcakes for tomorrow so I’ll get it from the front counter. 
 
Ilya didn’t see that text message either. He turned the closest mixer up to high so the whipped cream would get to whipping and grabbed a cooled tray of cookies to take over to the sprinkle station, skipped a boring song on the playlist and kept right on going. 
 
From Jane: Do you need some lunch? I feel like you’re probably dying under an avalanche of pink sprinkles and didn’t stop to eat. Or maybe you mainline frosting right into your veins on busy days? If you get a second just let me know, I’ll bring you something. 
 
At two-thirty, Alicia hit pause on the music streaming through Ilya’s phone, then put two fingers in her mouth and whistled sharp in his direction from clear across the bakery. 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya yanked out one of his earbuds and whirled around to scowl at her. “Alicia. I know you do not like my hater-tunes, but I cannot frost this many cupcakes to the playlist Brylie likes, is impossible to get real work done to songs about cardigans!” 
 
“Okay well, your issues with cardigans aside.” she huffed at him. “I am leaving to pick up the girls from school. I’m dropping them off with Bekah’s mom after five once she’s home from a doctor’s appointment, then I’ll be back here to help get everything packaged up, okay?” 
 
“Da, spasibo.” he sighed at her. “Sorry for being rude.”
 
“You better be. Besides,” Alicia’s gentle features wreathed in a mask of sheer mischief. “There’s someone in the lobby to see you. And I think you will want to be nice to them.” 
 
“Someone in the lobby.” Ilya was back to scowling. “Alicia, we closed at noon. I put a sign up. No one should have come inside at all, did one of the girls let a customer in?” 
 
“Stop fussing and go see.” Alicia snagged a cookie from the pile of ugly frosted rejects and hurried down the hall to the back door. “See you in a few hours!” 
 
“Damn it.” Ilya wiped his hands down his apron and rolled his shoulders, forcing out a deep breath and trying to rearrange his face into something a notch below pissy. He was busy, damn it. He’d been on a roll, focused and catching up on everything and he already wasn’t going to make it out of the bakery until close to eight o’clock even without distractions, but for some goddamn reason—
 
“Shit.” Ilya picked up his phone for the first time since that morning and cursed out loud when he saw the missed texts from Shane. “Shit shit shit.” 
 
From Lily: Sorry. I did not see these. 
 
From Lily: Yes come and see me. I am busy but I want to see you. 
 
From Lily: I did not eat lunch but if you come by, I will stop and make us something to share. 
 
From Lily: Park at back door and call me when you are here.
 
The last text sent as Ilya rounded the corner into the front lobby and he looked up startled when the message was received with a loud ding-swoosh from only a few feet away. 
 
“Shane.” It was Shane standing in the lobby, smiling down at his phone as all the messages from Ilya came through. Shane who Alicia had let into the bakery despite it being closed. Shane who had a to-go bag from the same Thai place Svetlana always ordered from because he’d gone ahead and brought Ilya lunch even though Ilya hadn’t seen the message in time to confirm anything. 
 
“Shane.” he said again, dumbstruck and awestruck and hell, a little bit lovestruck by the unexpected visit. “Hi. What–” 
 
“Sorry.” Shane motioned around to the obviously closed lobby and the sign at the door. “I didn’t know you closed early today and when I tried to open the door before reading the sign, Alicia just came over and let me in. Sort of insisted on it, actually. Sorta dragged me in, honestly. I know you’re busy but—oh.” 
 
He stopped when Ilya crossed the lobby in a few big steps and kissed him. 
 
“Hi.” Shane swayed forward chasing the kiss and Ilya was all too happy to oblige, framing Shane’s face and sweeping his thumbs at his cheek and kissing him hello all over again. 
 
“Um.” Shane switched the food and his jacket over to one hand so he could hold onto Ilya’s wrist with the other. “I thought we were only kissing good-bye and good-night. Not kissing hello.” 
 
“I think maybe.” Ilya left a kiss on the very tip of Shane’s nose. “We could make an exception this time since I did not get to kiss you good-bye at breakfast.” 
 
“I think I could allow an exception.” Shane grinned at him and Ilya hummed, “Good.” before stepping back and motioning for Shane to follow him back to the baking area. 
 
Shane whistled as they wound past all the folding tables groaning under the weight of boxed Valentines Day treats. “It’s crazy in here. This is what you’ve been doing all day?” 
 
“All week.” Ilya pushed out a stool for Shane then went to wash his hands so he could continue frosting. “But yes, busiest day today. Alicia had to go pick up girls from school, but she will drop them off at a friends house and come back to help. I will be here until probably eight tonight.” 
 
“We could have skipped breakfast so you didn’t have to work so hard.” Shane pointed out quietly, and Ilya shook his head to disagree, “No. We do not skip breakfast. And this is the last busy day for a long time, so is okay.” 
 
“I brought you food.” Shane held up the bag of Thai food. “I thought you’d be hungry.” 
 
“I am not hungry yet, but will be soon, thank you.” Ilya put the food inside the under-table cooler and picked up a frosting bag, centering a tray of chocolate cupcakes before adding a swirl of  the brightly colored frosting on each one. 
 
“You’re good at that.” Shane watched Ilya’s fingers braced around the big bag, the tendons in his hands jumping as he moved from cupcake to cupcake, his forearms flexing as he worked in quick rows across the tray. “How do you know how much frosting to put on every time?” 
 
“Learned it.” Ilya pushed the tray aside and grabbed another, not skipping a single beat as he kept going. “Memorized rhythm and pressure and timing. Is like a handjob, yes?” 
 
He laughed when Shane’s head jerked up and his mouth fell open.
 
“No i am serious. See? Look. I hold here,” he tightened his hand at the bottom of the bag near the decorative frosting tip. “And support here.” buttercream frosting was heavier than people thought, took more strength to manipulate than people assumed, and Ilya angled his arms to show Shane how he rested the bulk of the bag on his forearm while adjusting his other hand. “This hand moves, pushing the frosting down through the bag, have to hold it just right to make sure I get it all and there is no waste, see?” 
 
Shane’s eyes were very wide watching Ilya’s strong hand straining to close around the width of the frosting bag as he pressed and massaged and worked the creamy frosting down to the tip and out in perfectly proportioned little dollops. 
 
“So uh–” Shane’s voice squeaked a little. “Are you good at handjobs because you decorate cupcakes all the time, or are you good at decorating cupcakes because you…” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya hooked the tip of his tongue at his teeth as he grinned. “I think you know the answer to that.” 
 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane flushed dark red and sat back on the stool, clearing his throat and shifting his weight a little. “That’s um– Jesus Christ.” 
 
“You said you wanted cupcakes?” Ilya took pity on Shane’s sanity– and mentally berated his own dumb self for starting a conversation about blowjobs and frosting when he was too goddamn busy to do anything fun about it and when they had decided to take it all slow for a while. He switched frosting bags and changed the subject, working faster to decorate the next try to make up for lost time and to keep either of them from lingering on the innuendo laced demonstration. “Why do you want cupcakes? Who are they for?” 
 
“Does it matter?” Shane had to look up at the ceiling for a few minutes before he could go back to watching Ilya work. 
 
“Yes.” Ilya switched frosting colors. “Because if I am jealous of who you give cupcakes too, then I am too busy to make them, you are too last minute and special orders closed last week. But if I am not jealous?” he shrugged. “I am still too busy and you are too last minute and special orders closed last week, but I will make exceptions for Coach Hollander.” 
 
“It’s for the team.” Shane told him with a little smile. “And some for Rachel and Jacob. I meant to ask for an order earlier but I kept forgetting. Sorry. If you don’t have enough, I can go to the grocery store and get some.” 
 
“I will divorce you if you buy store bought cupcakes.” 
 
“We’re not married, Ilya.” 
 
“Will be secret Russian divorce.” Another tray finished, and Ilya had to put the frosting down to move the decorated trays over to the sprinkle table so he could make room for more at the main table. “I will bury you in the hills and tell everyone you ran away to Hollywood.” 
 
“Wow. Noted.” Shane sat up a little straighter when the next tray of cupcakes looked like red velvet. Yum. “Is that cream cheese frosting for those?” 
 
“Obviously.” The pink and red frosting bags went down into the cooler and Ilya brandished the bag of cream cheese frosting invitingly. “You want to taste?” 
 
“A little bit, yeah.” Shane didn’t eat very many sweets, but a red velvet cupcake with cream cheese frosting sounded too good to pass up. “Can I just–” 
 
“Here.” Ilya was very tempted to tell Shane to open up and close his eyes, but monkhood or whatever, so he plucked one of the smaller cupcakes off a tray of extras and swirled a beautiful round of cream frosting onto it and handed it across the table. “Try it.” 
 
Shane’s thank you was muffled around a big bite of the sweet treat. A few crumbs and a smear of frosting clung to his lips and Ilya sighed longingly at the thought of cleaning it off with his tongue, then crouched down under the table to find the bin with boxes of disposable silverware and passed Shane a fork and napkin before forcing himself back to decorating.
 
“I will have cupcakes for you. I make extras for walk in orders anyway, tonight after all special orders are filled I will box some up for you and you can pick up before practice tomorrow.” 
 
“Thanks.” Shane moved to eating the cupcake with a fork, taking little bites and savoring the semi sweet frosting as he looked around the over-full bakery, the trays of still undecorated treats and the stack of orders already filled and waiting to go out. 
 
It reminded Shane of how the bakery had looked the last time he’d been there. Not for a Monday upstairs date, but when he’d been hanging out at the bake table watching Ilya work. It had been right after buying the keychain, right after Ilya had texted all that nonsense about gift bags versus gift boxes. Shane had rambled through a half dozen reasons for each option, Ilya hadn’t made him feel bad for being so fucking picky, and Shane had driven to the bakery, walked through the back door and asked to kiss Ilya because that amount of attention and acceptance had been too much. 
 
Ilya effortlessly caring about all that bullshit, high maintenance, pointless preference stuff had been too much for Shane, too much for his confused, battered heart, too much for the constant noisy back and forth in his head that switched between telling him to go ahead and fall in love and then yelling at him to run run run away. 
 
Dr. Soule had talked about recreating certain memories and special times, had promised that bad days and uncertainty didn’t make the joyful moments any less sincere and valid, and all at once Shane thought–
 
“What flavor do you want?” 
 
“What?” the subject change threw Shane for a loop, and he had to blink a few times to recenter himself. “What did you say?” 
 
“Cupcakes.” Ilya got another tray of red velvet cupcakes, eyeing Shane curiously and wondering where he’d gone for a minute when he’d spaced out with a bite of cupcake halfway to his mouth. “What flavor do you want for cupcakes?” 
 
“Uh, chocolate and vanilla is fine?” he guessed. “The Loons are seven and eight, I don’t think they would want anything very fancy.” 
 
“Okay. I will make a mix.” A timer went off on the oven and Ilya pushed the tray and frosting aside to grab his oven mitts and pull the sheets of cookies off the huge rotating racks. “Are you going to stay a while with me?” 
 
“Do you need help?” Shane started to get up from his stool, but Ilya shook his head, “No. I am asking if you are staying. You do not have to help to stay, you can just,” the trays rattled as he fit one after another onto the rolling racks. “Stay. If you want.” 
 
“I’d like to stay.” Shane sat back down slowly. “If that’s okay?” 
 
“Is okay.” Ilya rolled the towering rack away from the oven so the cookies had a chance to cool. “There are drinks in fridge if you want.” 
 
“Thanks.” There was ginger ale in the little fridge on Ilya’s side of the bake table, crisp and cold and tucked right next a bottle of Ilya’s favorite brand of vodka. Shane grabbed a can and cracked it open, took a sip then stopped and wondered...
 
“Ilya.” He waited until Ilya reset the timer on the oven and picked up the frosting bag again. “Are these the same ginger ales from before?” 
 
“You are asking if I left ginger ale in fridge even after we broke up.” Ilya glanced up at Shane briefly, then went back to frosting. “Or if I bought new ginger ale after you texted me at end of January to talk.” 
 
“Yes.” Nod. “That’s what I’m asking.” 
 
“I bought new ginger ale.” Ilya didn’t look up that time. “Those are restock.” 
 
“You threw the others out because we broke up?” Shane had been spiraling too far, drowning too deep in his own shit to even think about that, to wonder what Ilya had done with the drinks and snacks he kept around specifically for him, if the upstairs apartment still had clothes in it for when they got messy. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I didn’t think about–” 
 
“No.” Ilya switched frosting colors for the chocolate cupcakes. “I threw others out because I bought them in October for movie night. Left some at the house, put others here at bakery for you. I do not think three month old ginger ale is good anymore, so I bought more.” 
 
“You knew I’d come back?” Shane murmured and Ilya let out a slow breath before admitting, “I hoped you would come back. I did not know for sure, but I wanted to be ready just in case. I wanted it to be ready and comfortable for you, just in case."
 
“God, you really don’t mind, do you?” Shane whispered, and he meant things like Ilya giving him a fork to eat the cupcake with, getting him almond milk with coffee and ordering eggs the right way at breakfast, letting Shane dissect his burgers and sandwiches and– and– all of it. 
 
Shane meant all of it. 
 
“No.” That time Ilya met his eyes steadily, pausing halfway through the tray of cupcakes so he could promise quiet and solemn, “I really do not mind.”
 
“Fuck. Okay.” Shane took another quick drink, then set the can down. “Can I kiss you?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Shane braced his hands on Ilya’s forearm, gripping at the bulk of muscle and pressing close to kiss him for a long moment, whispering, "Thank you." as he leaned away.
 
"Sweetheart." Ilya said it in Russian, smiling into a second, shorter kiss and promising, "Is my pleasure."
 
*****
 
Thursday was Valentines Day, and both Nadya and Mariya came racing into Shane’s office to shout-announce that they had a Valentines Day card for him. 
 
“Look. Look look look!” Mariya bullied her way onto Shane’s lap and he huffed a laugh trying to push back from his desk and balance her on his knee while also holding Nadya steady as she tried to climb his other side. “Look at it! We made it for you!” 
 
“C-cos we l-l-love you to the mmmmoon and back.” Nadya pointed to each crayon written word on the construction paper card carefully. “S-see? That fish is a t-t-tuna.” 
 
“And we love you!” Mariya cried. “Get it! We love you tuna–!” she made a zooming motion with her hand and Nadya copied her. “Moon and back!” 
 
“Wow, girls.” Shane couldn’t hold onto the card with an arm around each wriggly, overly excited twin, but that was okay. They couldn’t tell he was shaking a little bit overwhelmed by the unbridled and unfiltered affection from the girls if he could hide it in a hug, so it was just fine. “That’s pretty cool. Tuna Moon and Back, huh?” 
 
“To the mooooooooon!” Mariya cried and Nadya laughed at her, then echoed, “T-t-to the moooooooooon!” 
 
“Oh good, they found you.” Ilya appeared at the office door with a small bakery box in his hands, and he took a minute to smile smile smile at the sight of Shane hugging the twins in close as they laughed about the handmade valentine. “I worried they would get distracted by cupcakes on bleachers and forget to give--” 
 
“Cupcakes!?” The girls switched directions in a blink, jumping off Shane’s lap and sprinting a sugar fueled beeline for the box of cupcakes Shane had picked up from the bakery on his way through town. 
 
“Hm.” Ilya shook his head in faux sympathy. “Good luck with gremlins at practice today. Thirteen loons on sugar rush is too much for me.” 
 
“Nah, it’ll be fine. I’m going to give them cupcakes then turn on some music and let them skate in circles until they pass out.” Shane shrugged. “We’ve got a game on Saturday, but it’s not like having a party for practice is really going to change the outcome of a U9 game, you know? It’s fine. I just want them to have fun.” 
 
“You are a good Coach.” Ilya checked to make sure no other parents had arrived yet, then closed the office door halfway and came around the desk to give Shane the bakery box. “This is for you. “
 
“Shit.” Shane’s eyes flew open widely panicked. “Shit, Ilya I didn’t get you anything for Valentines Day! I didn’t even–” 
 
“This is not anything.” Ilya cut him off with a quick shake of his head. “Only a treat. Open it.” 
 
It was a cake, a beautifully mini little heart shaped red velvet cake with a thin cream cheese glaze that was sure to be just as delicious as the thick frosting but not near as overwhelmingly sweet. The sprinkles were x’s and o’s with L’s and J’s mixed in, and right as Shane was frowning wondering about the extra random initials, he realized, 
 
“Lily and Jane.” He looked up in time to see Ilya shade a light flush of pink and oh he loved that. “Seriously? X’s and O’s and Lily and Jane initials? Fuck, Ilya.” 
 
And softer, “Thank you.” 
 
“I just needed something of mine in your mouth.” Ilya winked and Shane shook his head, “Asshole.” as he stood up from his chair to loop his arms at Ilya’s neck and kiss him square on the lips. 
 
“Happy Valentines Day, Shanychka.” Ilya hooked his thumb at the corner of Shane’s mouth and exhaled shakily when Shane’s lips started to obediently, habitually, part under the pressure. “I am glad to finally have one with you.” 
 
“We never did holidays before, did we?” Shane realized. “Not Christmas or birthdays or Valentines Day. We should fix that.” 
 
“This is a good start.” Ilya let go and stepped away when he heard the double doors of the rink lobby open. “I can kiss you goodbye after practice?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
*****
 
From Jane: I can’t believe after fifteen years we’re finally getting a first Valentines Day together. 
 
From Lily: First, yes. Not last one together, though. 
 
From Jane: Definitely not the last one. 
 
From Lily: Okay :) 
 
From Jane: Okay :) 
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
Things I Loved About Writing This Chapter: Everything. Buckle up (or skip, it’s fine, you don’t have to read my rambles, this one is long)
 
Breakfast at Jacob’s! 
 
-Ilya obsessing over Shane’s clothes because it shows how invested Shane is after Ilya confessed to being insecure/not sure if he was enough to keep Shane at this point in life. Also, “not nervous, just ready” because Shane’s spent a long time second guessing everything, he’s all done with that now.
 
-Breakfast as an exploration of their Dom/sub dynamic and how it shifts because of who they are as people and where they are in life. I love the give and take and constant check ins as they actually acknowledge that specific dynamic and establish some boundaries around it for the first time. 
 
-the ‘texture issues’ conversation. I have lots of thoughts on why Ilya has no issue accommodating neurodivergence in his kiddo and in Shane, but that would be a dissertation and a half, so I’ll just say– unconditional acceptance is the most beautiful part of all forms of love and it has been very very good for me personally to write about this specific version of unconditional acceptance for this fic. 
 
-Jacob just being Glen (Letterkenny). “Spazzy bo” “oh the eye contact is intense!” “oh my stars, everyone into the kitchen!” “i saw you heart eye coach over almond milk, you don’t scare me!” and then of course when he reminds Ilya that he understands what it means to be scared to be out and open, but that his place is a safe place for them. 
 
The practice scene: Shane being told by BOTH TWINS that his attempt at cheering them up is ugly (the sloth, the cast drawing) but still very much loved. He is Nadya and Mariya’s favorite person beyond their parents and their relationship is already so special, it’s only going to get better. “Masha is one arts and crafts project away from being a super villain!” bring the doom baby, we’ll hold your flower. 
 
Special Mention for Shane challenging Ilya for a kiss, folding like the world’s prettiest origami as soon as Ilya touches him, and then Ilya holding back enough to make the actual kiss Shane’s decision. No thoughts, I just love it. 
 
Smitten Kitten Ilya Rozanov blushing over texts while Sveta ruthlessly roasts him for it. Love that journey for him and for her, she’s having the best time watching her best friend fall in love. 
 
Therapy with Dr. Soule: Bad days don’t erase our hard work and progress, our healing journey does not diminish the sincerity of the joy we found along the way, and healing our younger selves is important and necessary and ALSO we very much love Shane taking that advice and implementing it by way of roping in the Mom-ager to check on a certain cottage property?? Is that foreshadowing I smell on the horizon?? 
 
Two truths and a lie. The boys taking opportunities to be honest with one another. Ilya being DELIGHTED by Shane’s truth then Shane driving over for a smooch (get your man, Shane) when Ilya tells him about Vegas. Their relationship in every universe is equal parts laughter and sorrow until the balance finally tips and they get more good days than bad and we are FINALLY at that point in Montbonne. 
 
This chapter was supposed to have a scene where Shane’s attempt at helping in the bakery ends in flour and cocoa powdered disaster but it got moved in favor of Shane’s realization about the ginger ale and because I teared up when Shane checked “you really don’t mind?” about all his preference related stuff and Ilya tells him “it’s my pleasure.” 
 
ALSO. I 100% didn’t realize how a totally normal frosting explanation sounds like a handjob explanation until I started to write it?? I tried to swap words to be less *lecherous* but that wasn’t very fun so I just leaned into it instead lol. Changed the vibe of the scene but I’m not mad about it!
 
Had to have a Tuna Melt reference since the chapter title references the Ep4 montage, but I think the twins loving Shane “Tuna Moon and Back” is way cuter than the canon tuna melt, so yay. 
 
Coming Up! Dorky boys being dorky in love and finally having the conversations they need to have while not being afraid of the fallout anymore. I hope you guys still want to read along even if the entire plot from here on out is Hollanov being increasingly smooshy (and eventually repeatedly nekkid) for like, fifteen chapters. 







      

  












      Chapter 16: Breathe (share it with me)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: Mama Trauma. I started writing this chapter on Mother's Day and I know it's my own Mama related trauma that made it so difficult to write/read/edit, but just in case it's difficult for y'all to read too, heads up for canon and verse-typical description of Irina's death and Ilya's mental health struggles.

Content Warning: Like, a thousand kisses. It's ultra smooshy.

Thoughts and Prayers for Ilya's Monkhood Vow of Celibacy, Shane is testing the hell outta it.








  
From Lily: Can I ask you an important question? 
 
From Jane: Yeah anything. Ask me anything.
 
From Lily: Am I EVER getting movie night pajamas back?
 
From Jane: … …. …. 
 
From Jane: I have no idea what you’re talking about.
 
From Lily: Liar.
 
From Jane: I have no idea. 
 
From Jane: They’re just gone, I guess. Maybe they ended up in the ocean? Weird stuff ends up in the ocean.
 
From Lily: Hm. Will be an eternal mystery.
 
From Jane: One for the conspiracy files for sure. 
 
From Lily: You’re wearing them right now, aren’t you?
 
Shane settled deeper into his bed, laying back enough to be comfortable and fidgeting with the cuff of Ilya’s ultra soft Henley before sliding his hand below the waistband of Ilya’s plaid pajama pants. He settled his palm at his hip bone, fingers curled at the crease of his hip and groin and just barely brushing through the wiry curls at the base of his cock, then picked his phone back up and texted: 
 
From Jane: Nope.
 
From Lily: Hollander. Even over text you suck at lying. 
 
From Jane: Oh yeah? Hey Rozanov, remind me which one of us won the 2 truths/1 lie game again? 
 
From Lily: Send pic.
 
From Jane: Of what?
 
From Lily: Of you not wearing my pajamas. Is only way to prove you’re telling the truth.
 
From Jane: Sounds like you’re trying to get me to send you nudes.
 
From Lily: AHA! It wouldn’t be nudes if you were wearing your own pajamas instead of taking mine off fast to continue your lies.
 
*Jane has notifications silenced* 
 
On the East side of Montbonne, Ilya rolled over on his bed and laughed to himself at the silenced notifications.
 
He hoped Shane was wearing his pajamas, hoped Shane was cozy and comfortable and halfway to sleeping wearing his pajama pants and snug fitted shirt. Fuck, Ilya hoped Shane was smirking all pleased about successfully stealing the pieces, he hoped Shane looked smug and smiley and– and sleepy—
 
Christ, Ilya’s fantasies had gotten so tame lately it was almost embarrassing. Laying in bed laughing and sending snarky texts with the mental image of Shane being sleepy smiley soft while sending dumb little texts back felt like young love teenage nonsense stuff which was ridiculous, it was ridiculous.       
 
But then again… 
 
From Lily: Keep them.
 
From Lily: But here is warning.
 
From Lily: The next time I see you wearing my pajamas, I will take them off you with my teeth.  
 
There. That felt significantly less tame than wondering how soft Shane’s smile would be while he cozied into bed wearing–
 
From Jane: Promise?
 
Fuck. Ilya dropped his phone and flopped back onto the bed, both hands over his face to muffle a groan that started out quietly miserable and grew towards a loudly frustrated noise meant to encompass all the exasperation he felt towards his past self who had so chivalrously stupidly suggested monkhood for the duration of their taking it slow phase. 
 
From Lily: Bozhe moy, Shanychka…
 
*****
 
From Jane: Will you tell me about your mom? 
 
“Mama was beautiful.” Ilya cracked half a dozen eggs into a massive mixing bowl, then grabbed the biggest whisk from the bake table and flipped it through his fingers a few times before vigorously stirring the mix of eggs and sugar, milk and salt. “She was kind and funny and she loved to dance. I used to help her in the kitchen and we would dance between making sweet things. Those are my favorite memories of her.” 
 
“Sweet things like what you’re making now?” Shane sat on the same stool he always did, the one he’d started to consider his spot at the stainless steel bake table, comfortable and content with his arms folded on the shiny surface and his eyes trained on Ilya mixing ingredients and swapping out utensils with practiced ease. “Is this Medovik? Are you making Medovik again?”
 
“No, this is batter for blini.” Ilya smiled over Shane stumbling through the pronunciation. “Blini is like pancakes.”
 
“Pancakes?” Shane sat up straighter on the stool, eyebrows raising curiously. “I thought you said today was some sort of holiday. You make pancakes for holidays?”
 
“This week is Maslenitsa.” Ilya adjusted the small scale on the table then scooped and leveled several measuring cups worth of flour, weighing it carefully before dumping it all into a sifter. “It is celebration for the end of winter. Blinis represent sunshine, round and golden and warm. We are supposed to spend the week celebrating and sharing food with our friends and family and neighbors. Forgiving wrongs from the winter, moving forward into spring, all those things.”
 
“Huh.” Shane watched Ilya add the sifted flour in small amounts to the bowl, watched closer as the muscles and tendons in Ilya’s forearms flexed with the motion of the whisk through the thickening batter. “So. Pancakes. For the end of winter and the return of spring.”
 
“Maslenitsa was Mama’s favorite holiday.” More flour, dusting over the beautifully golden batter. “I used to think it was her favorite because we could make messes and dance in the flour dust and lick jam from our fingers and feast all week. We were like twins, me and her. We looked so much alike when I was small and Mama thought it was funny, so we would wear matching aprons and bandanas in our hair and she would let me help cook, keep music on all the time and eat blini with every possible topping until our stomachs hurt. They were very good days.”
 
Ilya clicked his tongue. “It is all very good memories. But…”
 
“But?” Shane almost didn’t want to ask. Almost didn’t want to break through the nostalgia tempering the edges of Ilya’s smile and hovering hazy in his blue eyes. But they were trying to be honest with one another, trying to have the difficult conversations and revisit the deflected questions and dodged topics from before, so Shane braced himself and asked very softly, “What happened, Ilya?”
 
“I thought she liked Maslenitsa for the sweet treats and blini and dancing in the kitchen.” Ilya added the last of the measured flour to the batter and whisked it until it felt airy, then let it rest a moment while he reached for a pitcher with a long pour spout. “But no. Mama liked Maslenitsa because the end of winter and return of spring made it easier for her to keep the bad days away.”
 
He swallowed, throat moving jerkily as he lifted the bowl and scraped the batter into the pitcher. “Shanychka, my Mama was— was sad. I know the word is depressed, but to me when I was small, I just thought she was sad all the time. But she smiled so much for Maslenitsa, I thought the blini and sunshine and end of winter made it easier for her to be happy.” 
 
The spatula scraped dry at the edges of the bowl and Ilya covered the full pitcher and set it aside, then washed the big bowl quickly and brought it back to the table to start another batch. 
 
“Now I know the sunshine and spring wasn’t enough. And I know,” Ilya exhaled noisily, wearily. “Now I know it wasn’t her fault. It was clinical, yes? She needed help and she needed medication but the help was not there and the medication did not work how it should. Maybe it was not the right medication, maybe she did not take it the right way, I do not know.”  
 
Six eggs dropped into the freshly washed bowl, each one cracked with precise efficiency, the shells neatly stacked then tossed into the trash before Ilya spoke again. “I do not want you to think she was weak.”
 
“No.” Shane answered automatically, then shook his head and repeated gentler, “No, Ilya. Your Mama struggling like that doesn’t mean she was weak, I don’t think she was weak.”
 
“She wasn’t weak.” Ilya emphasized as he added sugar and salt. “My Mama was funny and pretty and sweet and smart but— but she was sad.” Quieter, as he poured milk into the mixture. “And life was difficult for her. It was worse after me, I think.” 
 
“Ilya–” Shane tried to protest, but Ilya spoke over him, “I know she was sad before me, but I think having me made it worse. Post partum depression. I looked it up a long time ago when I was trying to find answers. Post partum. Even people who are usually okay can be sad after giving birth and she ah–” 
 
His jaw set, the muscle in his jaw twitching when he ground his teeth. “I think is why Alexei hates me, maybe. He is older. He remembers the good days with Mama before I came along, but then I was born and I took her smile away. Or at least, I made the sad days worse. Made it harder for her to be happy. I think that's why he was always angry with me.”
 
“That’s not fair though.” Shane whispered in disbelief. “That’s not fair to blame you, you were just a kid.” 
 
“I was a kid, yes.” Ilya reached for the flour again. “But so was Alexei.”
 
The four words carried the solemn, sorrowful weight of years worth of misplaced guilt, of slow therapy-assisted understanding, and the forgiveness that Alexei had neither asked for nor realized he’d been granted. 
 
The four words carried the direction and dedication of a man who had made it through the darkest days and decided to put the work in so his babies wouldn’t ever wonder if their Daddy being sad was their fault, the way he’d wondered it about his Mama. 
 
“Our house. The house.” Ilya kept working, kept mixing, kept his eyes on the bowl and the batter as he peeled back the layers of his hurt and set it all bare on the stainless steel table for Shane to see. “It was not safe for Mama. My Papa was too hard on her all the time. He yelled when she couldn’t get out of bed. Yelled when she cried. She would have good days and he would yell because she didn’t have more good days. The house, that place, was not safe or quiet or helpful for her, so one day she–” 
 
He had to stop. Clear his throat. “One day Mama went looking for safe and quiet and help at the bottom of the bottle of her pills. That’s where I found her. I was twelve.” 
 
Ilya’s voice didn’t wobble but his blue eyes were wet as he kept stirring the batter, whisking in the sifted flour and watching the recipe come together the same way it had a thousand times before. “I thought she was sleeping.
 
“Fuck.” Shane dragged his hands through his hair and then down his face. “Fuck, Ilya.” 
 
“We had to tell everyone it was an accident.” Ilya said then, batter splattering at the edges of the bowls as he whisked faster, the tension and remembered grief making the motions erratic. “It was too shameful to say she was sad, to say she did it herself. We told everyone it was an accident, but I told Svetlana the truth. Svetlana knew the truth.”
 
He nodded jerkily. “So when I started having very bad days when I had to go back to Russia to take care of Papa, she worried about me. I was so scared for Sveta post partum, I thought she would get sad like Mama did, but Sveta was worried for me and she was right, I needed help.” 
 
Shane’s stool screeched as he pushed back from the table and started to make his way towards Ilya, but Ilya was too focused on the story, on getting the words out when he hadn’t talked to anyone about it in years, not Svetlana, not his therapist, not in years. 
 
“I know my Mama never wanted to leave me alone, I know that.” he said with a grim determination that sounded like he'd tried to convince himself of that fact dozen and hundreds and thousands of times. “And I never want to leave my girls alone, never want them to wonder and worry, so I am trying very hard every day to–” 
 
He stopped when Shane’s hand landed at his side, then slid under his arm to brace at his chest, right over his heart. 
 
“What–” Ilya blinked when Shane took the whisk from him next, dropping it in the bowl and pushing it all aside so he could wriggle his way in between Ilya’s body and the hard edge of the big table. “Shane–?” 
 
“C’mere.” Shane framed Ilya’s face in both his hands and pushed their foreheads together, squashing their noses a little bit for a few seconds before he looped his arms at Ilya’s shoulders and pulled him into a fierce hug. “Holy shit. Come here.” 
 
“Shanychka.”  Ilya folded into the hug, melted into the hug, maybe he collapsed into the hug, falling into Shane’s arms and trusting Shane to catch him, to hold him, to keep him together. Ilya was heavy and the table dug sharp into Shane’s back, but Shane didn’t flinch away from it, only held Ilya tighter when Ilya hid his face in Shane’s shoulder for a long few minutes. 
 
“I don’t want you to think she was weak.” Ilya mumbled into Shane’s shoulder, and Shane switched from rubbing Ilya’s back to petting through his hair, tugging and twisting at the curls and clasping his hand at the back of Ilya’s neck so he could sweep his thumb at Ilya’s cheek in slow, soothing motions. 
 
“And I hope you know.” Ilya tried to turn into Shane’s palm, chasing the warmth of his hand with his lips parting in a ragged sigh, “I hope you know I am trying every day to be strong.” 
 
“I know.” Shane kissed him then. Not a good-bye kiss or a goodnight kiss but a solid, purposeful, claiming sort of kiss. He angled his head to find Ilya’s mouth and lay a kiss square on his lips, not letting up until Ilya’s lips pursed to kiss him back and Ilya’s too tight hold at his waist gentled to feel like more of a caress instead of a desperate clutch for stability. 
 
“I know.” Shane kissed him again, nodding against Ilya’s forehead. “You keep trying and I’ll keep trying and we’ll figure it out, okay?” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya kept his eyes closed, but reached up to move Shane’s hand from his face down to the gold cross at the end of his necklace, directing Shane’s fingers closed around the delicate piece, then covering his hand with his own. “This was hers. Mama’s. She gave it to me when I was small. That’s why I wear it every day.” 
 
“It’s beautiful.” Shane kept his eyes open so he could watch up close as Ilya’s lashes clung together damp against his cheek, so he could catch the halo of curls fuzzy around the edges of Ilya’s face, so he could track the line of Ilya’s gorgeous mouth slowly lifting upwards as he started to smile the tiniest bit the longer they stayed wrapped up together hugging. “And I’m sure she was beautiful because you are beautiful, Ilya.” 
 
Ilya’s brow furrowed emotional at the compliment and Shane lifted up to kiss the wrinkle away, then settled back in with their noses bumping and foreheads resting and mouths only an inch or so apart. 
 
“I know it’s too little too late.” Shane went back to combing through Ilya’s hair, twisting the soft ends through his fingers and scratching his nails lightly at the back of Ilya’s neck. “But I kinda want to punch your Dad for being so mean to her. And to you. Sock him right in the fucking nose."
 
“Well, he’s dead.” Ilya deadpanned. “So…” 
 
“So long as you know I'd fight him for you.” Shane choked out a quiet laugh and pulled him into another tight hug. “Ilya, I’m so sorry about that. About your Mama and the house not being safe and for– for–” 
 
He shook his head. Held him tighter. “I’m sorry.”
 
“Thank you.” Ilya said thank you and he meant for the hug, for the conversation, for how telling Shane about Mama had been the first time he’d been able to say it all and feel better afterwards, the first time Ilya had been able to be honest about the dark sad days and feel as if his heart had been carefully and gently tended to instead of feeling hungover,  shredded open raw the way he had when he told Sveta, when he’d told the therapist. 
 
Ilya said, “Spasibo, Shanychka.” and straightened up adjusting so he was holding Shane, shifting his weight back to bring Shane into his chest and bracing his palm low at Shane’s back, digging his fingers in lightly massaging where the edge of the table most likely left a bruise from their combined weight leaning on Shane’s frame. 
 
“Mmm.” Shane would have happily held onto Ilya for longer, way longer, as long as Ilya needed, but it would have been a lie to say he wasn’t thrilled to realign a little so he could cuddle into Ilya’s arms and take the pressure off his back and the relieve the strain down his left leg. 
 
“So.” Shane rubbed his nose at the soft material of Ilya’s shirt, breathing in the sweet scent of the blini batter. “Blini is holiday pancakes, huh? All this is for you and girls?”
 
“No, of course not.” Ilya dotted a quick kiss on Shane’s nose and left a grateful, adoring squeeze at his waist before leaning back so Shane could scoot away. “Maslenitsa is for family and friends. I do not do a whole week of celebrating with the girls like we did in Russia, but we pick one night and make blini to share. That is tonight.” 
 
“Tonight.” Shane settled back into his spot, back onto his stool, right back across from Ilya so he could watch him work. His jacket was smeared with a light dusting of flour and cinnamon from Ilya’s apron and he brushed at it idly, surprisingly– or maybe unsurprisingly– unbothered by the left over evidence of a too long, too close, too good hug. “You said Alicia was picking the girls up and grabbing supplies for dinner, this is what you meant? Who did you invite?”
 
“It used to only be me and Svetlana and girls.” Ilya scraped the batter into a pitcher that matched the first one, then took the bowl to the sink to wash. “I bought the bakery, so then Alicia and other girls were invited. Nadya and Mariya started hockey, so teammates and family were invited too. Now, the team has a sexy coach,” he waggled his eyebrows in Shane’s direction, “so Coach is invited too.” 
 
“I’m invited?” It honestly hadn’t occurred to Shane that Ilya’s invitation to drop by the bakery for a while was also an invitation to share Maslenitsa with the girls. “Really?” 
 
“Obviously, yes.” Ilya turned the water on in the tri-compartment sink and dumped in some soap, then wiped his hands on a towel and went back to the table. “Maslenitsa is for friends and family. So yes, you are invited.” 
 
He bent down to open the mini fridge under the bake table, grabbing a bottle of water for himself and one for Shane. “You will stay, won’t you?” 
 
“I mean.” Shane caught the water bottle when Ilya slid it towards him. “Should I?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya cracked the lid on his water bottle and took a long drink. “You should.” 
 
“But if there’s going to be other people.” Shane fidgeted with his bottle, tapping his nails at the still sealed lid. “Don’t you think–” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya rapped his knuckles at the table and held his hand out so Shane would slide the water bottle back towards him. “I do.” 
 
“You aren’t worried about–.” Shane went quiet a moment watching as Ilya cracked the lid with a quick twist, then replaced it and sent the opened bottle back his way opened. “Um–” 
 
“Worried about what?” Ilya took another drink, his eyes firmly on Shane. “What are you worried about that you think I am worried about?”        
 
“Just.” Fuck, Shane loved the easy way Ilya took care of him. He could have opened his own water bottle. Ilya could have opened it before giving it to him the first time. Instead, Ilya had first given it to him closed, then asked for it back so he could open it for him. Left it all the way up to Shane. 
 
And maybe it had been coincidental, the timing of Ilya opening the water bottle right as Shane was starting to voice a concern about being seen together publicly, about how his presence at a family holiday like Maslenitsa could look like something more than grabbing breakfast together. 
 
Maybe the timing of Ilya quietly calmly reminding Shane of just how willing he was to take care of him was coincidental, but it didn’t feel coincidental. It felt very much purposeful and it very much worked. 
 
Ilya opened Shane’s water bottle and slid it back to him and Shane took a slow drink of the bracingly cold water, and decided. “Nothing. I’m not worried about anything. Never mind.” 
 
“So you will stay.” Ilya clarified, a crooked, adoring, smile lifting the corner of his mouth. “Yes?” 
 
“Yes.” Shane re-capped his bottle and started to stand up from the stool again. “Do you need some help? I can do those dishes while you work on something else before everyone shows up?” 
 
“No.” Ilya swept another armful of dishes off the bake table and carried them to the sink. “Your job is to sit there in your spot and be pretty and admire my muscles.” 
 
“Okay well.” Ilya calling it his spot made Shane want to blush and grin and god forbid giggle, but he buried that urge under a lip curling snarky response of, “I’m definitely not just gonna sit here and do that.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya undid his apron and tossed it towards the linen laundry basket before stripping off his lightweight, flour and cinnamon stained long sleeve and tossing it away as well. He rolled his shoulders, shaking out his arms until the thin material of the black undershirt pulled tight across his frame and clung to his skin, then grabbed a fresh, crisply white apron out of a neatly folded pile and looped it over his neck, secured it around the narrow cut of his waist and cinched it into a neat bow at the small of his back. Outfit change complete, Ilya propped his hands on his hips and cocked a knowing eyebrow in Shane’s direction. “What about now?” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane sat. Ilya in a skintight black t-shirt and a crisp white apron cinched at his waist and stretching at his chest was too much after an emotional conversation and a long hug and the request to stay that came with the implication of acceptance of family. 
 
“Okay.” Shane sat. “Maybe I will do that for a little bit.” 
 
“Good job.” Ilya winked at him. “Stay there in your spot and stay,” he tapped at the table until Shane looked up from ogling his arms in the admittedly too tight t shirt. “right here.” Ilya nodded approvingly when Shane met his eyes. “Yes?”
 
“Fucking bossy.” Shane groused, but his dark eyes were practically sparkling, his lips parted interested and Ilya had to muffle a sigh, muffle a groan to tease back, “You like it.”
 
“Yeah.”  Shane leaned forward over the shiny table to rest his chin on his folded arms, staying right there in his spot and right there with his eyes on Ilya as he pulled out package after package of fresh fruit to slice and dice and prep for blini toppings. “Yeah I really fucking do.”
 
****
 
By 6pm the quiet sanctuary of the bakery had been thoroughly disrupted, the calm atmosphere and easy smitten smiles shared between the baker at his table and the Coach sitting obediently and happily in his spot traded for the chaos and clamor and community of a beautifully noisy Maslenitsa celebration.
 
“Hi to Coach!” Mariya’s hug for Shane was more of a drive by squeeze, a quickly delivered squish of her whole self into his side and an accidental knock of her cast against his ribs before she pivoted round and sprinted for her Daddy. “Daddy! Daddy! I want the first blini! I want it!”
 
“H-Hi to C-Coach.” Nadya’s hug for Shane was only slightly less of a drive by squeeze than the one from her sister. She at least slowed to a complete stop and wrapped both her little arms around Shane’s waist, mmmmm!ing through a tight hug before pushing back relatively gently and dimpling up at him for a sweet smile, then making a beeline for Ilya at the big stove behind the counter where they made hot sandwiches and soups for the lunch crowd. “D-daddy! Me first! Mmmmme first!”
 
“Hey there Coach.” Alicia huffed and puffed her way through the door a few steps behind the maelstrom of energy that was the twins and only barely ahead of the incoming commotion that was most of the Mighty Loons along with their parents. “How are you?”
 
“Hey Alicia.” Shane took her heavy coat as she shrugged out of it and hung it on the nearby rack. “The girls sure seem excited for tonight.”
 
“Oh they love Maslenitsa, they haven’t stopped chattering about blini and a thousand variations of toppings and arguing about who’s going to eat the most and whose stomach will explode first…” Alicia  sighed in relief as she unwound the scarf from her neck and set it by her coat, “I tell you what, I’m getting too old to run after those kids. Now that you and Ilya are so sweet on each other, you might have to tap in and take over every once in a while.”
 
She outright guffawed at Shane’s promptly awkwardly uncertain expression, “Fancy yourself a step daddy, Coach?” 
 
“I uh—“ Shane gaped at her. “I don’t— I mean, it um– I–”
 
Whatever he was trying to gather the brain cells to comment or deny or explain or—or something was drowned out by the repeated tinkle of the front door as everyone else invited to Maslenitsa streamed through the front door in a gaggle of heavy wither coats, loudly excited children and boisterous conversation.
 
“Oh hi, Coach Hollander!” Janey’s mom was the first to greet Shane as she bustled in holding onto her husband’s arm with one hand, and brandishing a bow-wrapped bottle of vodka to add to the night’s festivities in her other hand. “I’m so glad to see you! I worried Mr. Rozanov wouldn’t remember to invite you, he mentioned it all to us at practice but you were out on the ice and I almost texted you to make sure you came, but Ben said,” she tugged at her husband’s arm. “That you and Ilya are such good friends, he was sure you would be here, and you are!” 
 
“I am definitely here, yeah.” Shane stuck his hand out. “Hey Ben, good to see you.” 
 
“Coach.” Ben clasped Shane's hand between both of his for a friendly shake. “Nice to see you off the ice and spending time with everyone! This your first blini night?” 
 
“Uh yeah.” Shane gestured behind him to the counters lined with toppings, the drink station, Ilya posted up at the stove already turning out stacks of the fragrantly golden treats. “Yeah, this is all brand new to me.” 
 
“Well you’re in for a treat, Ilya sure puts on a good party!” 
 
“Coach! How are ya now!” 
 
“Coach Hollander, so good to see you!” 
 
“Shane, how are you bud!” 
 
“Hey Rick.” Shane almost stumbled under a too enthusiastic slap at his back courtesy of Angela’s Dad, turned and offered a quick, “Michael, welcome back, how was working up in the hills last week?” to Maggie’s Dad, then was nearly bowled over, “Ooof! Whoa whoa whoa Loons, hold on–!” when a flurry of Mighty Loons seemed to come from every direction to jabber up at him or squeeze him into clumsy hugs or grab his hand and yank at his arm trying to hold his attention for a precious few seconds before they all eventually peeled off to track down Nadya and Mariya and the promise of all the sweet topped blini they could possibly eat. 
 
“Wow.” Shane was still shaking off the avalanche of seven and eight year old energy when Matilde arrived, followed closely by Rachel and Bailey’s mom. The three women pulled him right into a conversation about the upcoming sports themed trivia night at Jacob’s place and how they were determined to win since they had Shane on their team, and Shane let himself be led over to one of the tables to be grilled on his pertinent sports trivia knowledge, but not before he craned his neck trying to find Ilya in the midst of all the kids running around and moms chatting by the drink table and all the dads gathered around the stove acting as if their burger grilling expertise would somehow translate to perfectly cooking blinis. 
 
Ilya caught him looking and grinned at him, and Shane couldn’t help but grin too. It was hectic and crowded, noisy and crazy, but the bakery smelled amazing and everyone was happy milling about oohing and ahhing over the assortment of toppings and sides to fill their plates. And Shane thought there were worse things maybe, worse things definitely than being in the middle a crowded room smiling at a gorgeous blond in a tight t shirt and crisp apron who paused in the middle of all that food prep to smile back. 
 
Maslenitsa with friends and family was something Shane had never done before but he thought yeah, he could do this again. This year and next year and the year after that, and maybe…
 
“Coach! Come try, come try, come try! Look look look!” Mariya popped up at his side and grabbed his hand, “Me and Nadya make blini the way Grandmama Irina liked it, come look!” 
 
“Grandmama Irina…?” Shane let himself be pulled out of the chair and away from the table, following close as Mariya dragged him up to the table where Nadya was impatiently waiting with a plate in each hand. “Okay okay. How did Grandmama Irina like her blini?” 
 
“L-l-like this.” Nadya shoved the plate into Shane’s hand then pushed him down the counter line, pointing at everything she wanted on her pile of blini while Mariya glued herself to his other side and pointed demandingly at her own preferred toppings. Shane juggled both plates for the girls, piling a stack of blini on each and working hard to keep Mariya’s toppings as separate as possible on the plate while Nadya cheerfully instructed him to, “J-J-Just pile it on! Stack it-it-it up!” 
 
“Come on!” Mariya hung onto Shane’s arm as they effectively bullied him towards one of the folding tables where most of the Mighty Loons had gathered with their plates. “Sit by us! Come on!” 
 
“Try thhhhis one!” Nadya stabbed a forkful of blini and scraped it through a scoop of caviar and sour cream, brandishing it towards Shane in excitement. “This is h-h-how Grandm–Grandm-Grandm–” 
 
She shook her head in frustration, frizzy curls flying around her ears, but before Shane could reassure her that he didn’t mind waiting while she slowed down and tried the word again, Nadya switched to Russian and blurted out, “Baba!” 
 
“Da, Baba Irina.” Mariya chimed in quickly. “She liked fish eggs and sour cream, Daddy always tells us! You try it too, Coach!” 
 
“I don’t know about fish eggs and sour cream.” Shane was in fact fully fucking against eating a scoop of caviar and sour cream, but Nadya’s green eyes were very wide and Mariya’s smile was very hopeful so he held his breath and braced himself and took the offered bite, gulping it down all at once. 
 
“I don’t eat fish eggs.” Mariya told him very seriously, and Shane fought through the oddly pearl like texture to swallow hard and ask, “Why not?” 
 
“Cos it’s nasty, duh.” she answered matter of factly, but Nadya gasped offended at having her and Baba Irina’s choices besmirched, so Shane wiped his mouth and consoled her, “It’s really good, Nadya. But maybe I can try some of yours, Mayday? What is that, jam and honey?” 
 
“Yes!” 
 
Caviar and sour cream was a oddly textured nightmare, but Shane kept it down. Jam and honey after the caviar and sour cream was downright horrifying, but Shane still managed to smile over it so neither of the girls would have their feelings hurt. Nadya pushed her way onto his lap to eat her plateful of blini while sitting on his knee and Mariya notched into his side and kept up a running commentary on all the different toppings that were her favorite. Shane cut the blini for the twins and any of the other girls who shouted for help, obediently took sample bites of the various concoctions the seven and eight year olds came up with, and smiled about the entire time. 
 
Over at the stove, Ilya almost burned a batch of blini because he was too busy watching Shane with the girls, and he jumped when his phone blinged with a loud notification. 
 
It was a text message from Alicia. A picture message from Alicia. It was a discreetly angled photo of Shane mid bite, Nadya holding the fork up for him to try with her most serious little expression, Mariya watching with undisguised glee because the smoked salmon with mustard and pickles was sure to make the Coach’s face scrunch up all funny and grossed out. 
 
Another text message, picture message, a sneakily stolen snap shot from a few seconds after the bite of salmon. Shane was laughing over whatever Mariya had said, Nadya was grinning in delight, her little hands clasped under her chin and Shane had one arm around Nadya’s waist holding her steady, the other loose at Mariya’s shoulders so she wouldn’t tip over off the chair when she tipped her head back cackling over Shane’s reaction to the salmon. 
 
They were good pictures. Great pictures. Ilya downloaded them to his phone, screenshot them for good measure, then snuck a glance at Alicia who only flashed him a quick thumbs up and a knowing, motherly smile. 
 
Ilya sent both pictures off to Shane with a heart emoji, then put his phone down and got back to cooking before another batch of blini burned in the hot oil. 
 
He would need to kiss Shane about that later, would need to pour an entire evening’s worth of emotion into their good-night, good-bye kiss because sharing the holiday with Shane was amazing, but watching Shane share it with Masha and Nayushka was even better and Ilya needed to kiss him for it. 
 
But first, blini. Piles and piles and stacks and stacks of blini so they could celebrate his Mama and his and the girl’s favorite little holiday with all the neighbors who had become friends and friends who had become their Montbonne family. 
 
The evening was fun. Noisy and messy and full of the sort of community good cheer that Hallmark had practically patented with their smarmy, schmultzy movies. But despite how neighborly and cosy the evening all was, it was still a very crowded room filled with dozens of overlapping conversations and permeated with the smell of too much food, and after almost two hours of revelry, Shane was ready to go.
 
And Ilya noticed. Of course he did. He was on the stove the entire night, portioning and pouring and stacking the blini as fast as he could to keep plates full and everyone happy, but he still kept an eye on Shane, partly to make sure everyone’s favorite coach was feeling comfortable in the midst of all of it, partly because even on a normal day Ilya couldn’t keep his eyes off Shane, much less when he was holding the girls’ hands and listening to their wild stories and taking small but willing bites of the blini until his lips were slick with butter and a tiny bit of powdered sugar dusted at his chin.
 
Fuck, he was beautiful. Ilya could hardly stand it. The night was a night that should end in bed. After Shane had coaxed him to open up, after the revelation that it didn’t hurt to share about his Mama with Shane, the hug and acceptance and smile Shane gave him as he sat in his spot at the table and blushed about liking when Ilya was bossy— the night was the sort of night that should start with a long kiss and end in bed, then carry through to the morning so Ilya could make Shane breakfast and kiss the coffee from his lips.
 
Fuck. At some point past their self imposed slowing down celibacy, Ilya desperately needed a long night and lazy morning with Shane to be a normal thing they did all the time.
 
Right then, Ilya counted down the seconds on the pan fried blini, turned it with a quickly expert flip of the spatula and watched Shane’s social batteries slowly, but surely, run right the hell out.
 
At first Shane was talking easily, switching between listening to the animated chatter of the kids to actual real conversations with the adults as everyone moved around the room, but it didn’t take long for Ilya to catch the crease deepening in the corner of Shane’s eyes, the fidget of his hands at his side getting worse as he tried to stay present and involved.
 
Shane never shied from one of the little Loons grabbing his hand and dragging him back to the blini table for another plateful of sweets, but he got quieter each round, always smiling and always engaged listening but unable to add to the rapid fire chatter and unable to keep eating the offered sweet topped blini after a few servings. 
 
“I’m gonna take off everyone.” 
 
Ilya wasn’t surprised when after almost two hours, Shane untangled from the press of Mighty Loons on both sides of his chair and a napkin drawing contest between the girls that had gotten rather rapidly heated, and announced he was leaving. 
 
He was disappointed, though. As fun as it had been to enjoy watching Shane existing in his space all evening, Ilya’s post at the stove and Shane’s general popularity with everyone hadn’t left a single moment for them to talk at all.
 
Probably for the best, really. Ilya wasn’t necessarily stressed about the parents on the team connecting the proverbial dots between the coach already being at the bakery and clearly hanging out with Ilya before Maslenitsa, but he knew Shane didn’t want to deal with the sidelong glances and potential questions about their relationship, and neither of them wanted to deal with a bunch of seven and eight year old asking nosy questions about boyfriends if they caught Ilya heart eyeing at Shane or unable to resist touching his waist as they passed or sitting in too close to be casual.
 
Still, though. Shane was ready to go and not even the expensive caviar atop Ilya’s sixth blini could quell the ripple of disappointment that their night was already over.
 
“I’ll see you Loons at practice on Thursday. Bring the napkin drawings and I’ll put them up in the office, okay?” Shane gave a quick squeeze at every girl's hand or patted their shoulders as he passed, paused to shake hands and wave at moms. He hesitated hesitated before bending down to give Alicia a quick hug that quickly turned into her smothering him into a real hug, then straightened up and raised his hands towards Ilya to smile a little bit soft when he said, “Thanks for inviting me tonight. I had fun.” 
 
“Bye Coach!” 
 
"See you Thursday, Coach!” 
 
“Drive safe out there!”
 
Ten minutes. Ilya made it ten minutes before he handed off the last of the blini batter to Alicia and headed out the side kitchen door to hurry down the long hallway leading to the back door and out into the delivery alley. 
 
“Come on, come on, come on.” Ilya grabbed his coat off the hook and zipped it up in a rush, pushing through the door, out into the cold night air and grabbing at his phone, thumb hovering on the button to call Shane–
 
“Ilya?” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya blinked a few times when Shane stepped out of his car still parked a few spaces down the alley. “You are still here?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane was parked on the other side of Alicia and Brylie’s vehicles, away from the lone light above the bakery door, and he turned his car off and hurried down the sidewalk to reach Ilya, hunching his shoulders against the cold, “Who were you calling?” 
 
“I was going to call you.” Ilya gestured between them like it should have been obvious. “I thought you would be halfway to cabin by now.” 
 
“No, no way.” Shane tugged his beanie down over his ears and smiled a little bit shy. “Not without a good-bye kiss, right?” 
 
“Never without a good-bye kiss. Come here.” Ilya grabbed him into a hard kiss, clutching with both hands at Shane’s heavy coat and dragging him in to crush their mouths together. Shane laughed softly into it, then hummed and sank into it when Ilya didn’t let up right away. He slipped his hands under Ilya’s coat and under Ilya’s shirt to find warm skin, spanning Ilya’s waist with both hands until Ilya arched into the touch pressing closer, and when Ilya tapped at his jaw and ordered, “Open here.”, Shane opened to let him in. He stumbled forward weak kneed when Ilya shoved his tongue past his lips to taste him, licking through his mouth and sucking at his tongue, and Ilya groaned  low in his throat when Shane groaned loud and kissed him wet and licking right back. 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya broke the kiss with a gasp, then came back for a second dotted kiss at Shane’s swollen lips, a third at the corner of his mouth, another at the very tip of his nose before nuzzling close to press their cheeks together and exhale quietly into Shane’s ear. “Shane.”
 
And quieter, with his lips closing lightly lightly at the tip of Shane’s earlobe, “Shanychka. Tonight was very special for me. Thank you.” 
 
“It was pretty special for me too.” Shane angled his head into the slick heat of Ilya’s mouth, shuddering over a twist of tongue at the whorl of his ear. “And b-better now. So.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya sifted his fingers through Shane’s hair, tucking the longer strands behind his ear. “Better now.” 
 
“Breakfast tomorrow?” Shane’s breath clouded up foggy in the cold air and Ilya breathed in deep, pulled it all into his lungs before nodding, “Yes. Nine o'clock. Jacob’s place.” 
 
“I’ll be there.” Shane promised. 
 
“I’ll be there too.” Ilya whispered. “Spokonoy nochi, moy lyubimyy."
 
“Good night, Ilya.” 
 
*****
 
From Lily: Why is cabin not home? 
 
Friday at Jacob’s place was busy. Families crowded into booths and the longer tables to celebrate the end of another school week with towering burgers and baskets of fries. Happy hour priced drinks and appetizers brought the after-work crowd through the door in droves. Trivia didn’t start until eight, but several of the teams gathered early at their favorite tables for a bite to eat and to go over the nights topics to brush up on obscure little bits of knowledge.
 
Technically, Shane was part of the latter group. He drove into Montbonne at close to six thirty and wandered through the front door and into the crowded dining room with the honest-to-god intention of grabbing a bite to eat because he needed to eat and was working hard at maintaining a schedule to eat and his brain worked better for the rapid fire trivia rounds when he’d had enough protein and calories for the day. 
 
If Shane also happened to show up at Jacob’s right around six thirty because Ilya had mentioned in an earlier text that he was treating the girls to dinner in town because they had to run errands after school and he never wanted to cook after buying groceries, if Shane had scanned the parking lot to make sure Ilya’s car was there before finding a spot for himself and walking inside… well that was nobody’s business, now was it? 
 
“Hi Coach Hollander!” Lisa was the first person in the dining room to spot him, beaming a bright smile his way and waving him over towards her table. “Hi! How are you!” 
 
“Lisa, hey.” Constantly getting roped into casual conversation and impromptu chit-chat had always ranked rather high on Shane’s list of ‘thanks but absolutely not’ things, but since moving to Montbonne, he’d had to get used to it. Since becoming Coach and therefore something of a generally beloved public figure, he’d had to get comfortable with it. Since honestly putting in the effort to follow Dr. Soule’s advice and put down roots and establish permanence in the little town, Shane had actually started enjoying the mundane, neighborly little talks, and his smile for Lisa was genuine as he wandered her way to say hello. 
 
“You look nice tonight.” Shane had never quite managed the balance between bluntly stating facts about someone’s appearance or– god forbid– coming off flirty about it, so he usually erred on the side of never saying anything, but Lisa’s fitted dress and styled hair was such a far cry from her usual scrubs and ponytail look, he had to comment on it. “Wow. Uh. Date night?” 
 
“Yes.” Lisa lit up with a wide grin, adjusting the bangles on her wrist with a quiet laugh. “Wyatt finally asked me out, so Marisa let me borrow a dress for the night. Do you think,” her face fell a little, “do you think it’s too much for a first date? I told Marisa this felt like a city date dress, not a Montbonne date dress, so–” 
 
“I think you’re gonna knock his socks off.” Shane decided, then winced, “Which sounds stupid now that I say it out loud. Um, I mean–” 
 
“You’re such a charmer, Coach.” Lisa relaxed again, laughing up at him. “Thank you. Any chance you’d sit with me a while and have a drink until he gets here? He’d probably love to officially meet you, you know. Wyatt’s the goalie for the Montbonne Men’s Rec League and you are, well–” she raised her eyebrows, “the Shane Hollander. He’s been after Mr. Rozanov to join the league for two years now, he’d probably sell a kidney trying to convince you to play!” 
 
Getting back on the ice to actually play hockey in a game, on a team, in a league wasn’t anything Shane thought he was ready for yet, but he didn’t tell Lisa that. He begged off of the question and out of the shared drink with a comment about how wrangling the Mighty Loons took up all his free time and how he didn’t want to interrupt date night so Wyatt could try to recruit him to the local league, and started moving through the dining room again, doing a quick scan to try and locate a familiar pair of curly haired girls and their unfairly hot Dad tucked into one of the booths. 
 
“Oh Coach!” Shane made it all of two tables past Lisa before Madison’s mom flagged him down and introduced him to her friend. Next was Eric who did maintenance at the rink and had a quick question about an issue in one of the locker rooms. Jacob called out an, “A yoo-hoo Coach!” and waved at him from the bar, and then it was one of the personal trainers at the 24/7 gym who snagged Shane’s sleeve and wanted to introduce him to one of the on staff physical therapists who would be happy to work with Shane if he was serious about starting to come by. Sure Shane had practically lived in a gym any second he wasn’t on the ice for the entirety of his hockey career, but working out looked different after a debilitating injury and if Shane ever needed anything at all, he'd be happy to help!
 
Shane made an actual, honest attempt to engage with the small talk right up until he spotted Mariya and Nadya tucked into a booth near the back. They were each holding a set of comically oversized Go-Fish playing cards and snacking on a huge basket of fries and Ilya was sitting in the booth directly behind them, his eyes locked onto Shane and a slow smile spreading across his face. 
 
Fuck. Forget personal trainers and physical therapists and Shane’s visit to the gym earlier that week to sign up for a membership so he could start getting back into shape. Ilya smiled slow and knowing at him and Shane’s skin went hot and prickly, his mouth a little bit dry and his heart rate picking up racing when Ilya tapped two fingers at the table, then crooked them at Shane beckoning him over. 
 
Fucking bossy. Shane made an excuse to leave the conversation with the fellas just as fast as he could and almost tripped over his feet hurrying to obey. 
 
“Hey girls.” He stopped to give Nadya and Mariya a quick hug, laughed when he got hissed at for disturbing their very serious game of Go-Fish, and despite the ache in his chest that felt an awful lot like longing, Shane managed a mostly casual, “How’s it going?” once he made it to Ilya’s table. 
 
“Hi.” Ilya lay his head back against the booth to look Shane over for a moment, starting at the painstakingly sensible shoes and lingering up the length of Shane’s legs in the dark jeans, glancing over the simple t-shirt and pausing to admire tailored fit of the zipped up leather jacket. It drove Ilya nuts, made his mouth downright water the way Shane could look so damn distracting in even the most basic of clothing. Suit and tie, sweatshirt and joggers, jeans and a t-shirt– it was easy to blame the itchy crawly grabby need boiling in Ilya’s veins on the agreement to go slow for a while, but no. 
 
No, Shane had always looked that good in everything and Ilya had always been embarrassingly easy for it. 
 
Some things never fucking changed. 
 
“Sooooo…” Ilya dragged the word out, tilting his head and grinning when Shane rolled his eyes about it. “Of all the bars in all the places, hm? Is a coincidence? You being here when me and the girls are here, too?” 
 
“I wanted to see you tonight.” Shane could feel himself blushing, but he didn’t let himself look away. “You said you’d be here, so I thought maybe I’d be here too. Is that okay?” 
 
“You are stalking me, Coach Hollander?” Ilya asked quiet and flirtatious and wholly enjoying the flush of pink filling in behind Shane’s freckles. “I should call the police.” 
 
“Well the police chief’s niece is on my team, so good luck getting any accusations to stick.” Shane scoffed back at him, fighting against a smile. “Can I sit with you or not?” 
 
“Yes, please.” Ilya answered softly, and the second Shane slid into the booth across from him, Ilya stuck his foot out to bump at Shane’s leg, then at his shoe to wedge their feet together. “Hi.” 
 
“Hey.” Shane’s smile widened into a grin. “I’m glad to see you.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya agreed in that same, soft tone. “I am glad to see you too.”
 
“C-C-Coach!” First Nadya, then Mariya popped up over the back of the booth, green eyes wide as they stared down at him. “Hi! Are you going to stay and eat w-w-with us!” 
 
“If it’s okay with your Dad, sure.” Shane told them, and Ilya pretended to think about it a moment, then nodded, “Only if Coach is polite though. We do not act like wild animals at restaurants, right girls?” 
 
“Right, Daddy.” Mariya agreed solemnly. “Not wild animals. Only good gremlins.”  
 
“Only good gremlins.” Shane whistled under his breath faux impressed. “What parenting  book did you get that little rule from?” 
 
“The one called, ‘whatever it takes to raise good kids without costing sanity’.” Ilya retorted. “Chapter One- only good gremlins get to go out in public.” 
 
“Sounds like a bestseller.” Shane eyed Ilya’s halfway eaten dinner curiously. “What is that, what did you order?” 
 
“Sunny Side Up Burger.” Ilya took off the top bun so Shane could see the runny egg yolk soaked into the bread and spilling all over the hamburger patty. “Is very good.” 
 
“Oh fuck, I won’t eat that.” Shane shook his head, shook his head, then apologized, “Sorry. Sorry. It’s just uh– No. I won’t eat that.” 
 
Ilya hmm’d in thought, then pointed out, “I was not offering to share, Shanychka.” 
 
“No, I know, but.” Shane frowned. “Wait. No. You’d share your food if I asked. I know you would. I probably wouldn’t even have to ask, you’d just give it to me.” 
 
“Do you want Sunny Side Up Burger, then?” Ilya ignored the way his heart flip flopped smitten over Shane so matter of factly announcing and believing that Ilya would share anything with him. “Do you?” 
 
“No.” Shane’s frown deepened. “I said I wouldn’t eat it.” 
 
“And that is why I was not offering to share.” Ilya said flatly. “Brat.” 
 
“Fuck off.” Shane mouthed it since the girls were right behind him on the other side of the booth, and Ilya just waggled his eyebrows and grinned, then picked up one of the laminated menus from the seat next to him and handed it over. Shane started to frown all over again, “Why do you still have a menu if you already–” 
 
He stopped. Ilya waited. 
 
“You… knew I would come by?” Shane asked hesitantly. "Or hoped I would."
 
"Both things." Ilya nudged at his shoe. "I almost invited you. But I thought, we have seen each other a lot this week already, and I did not want to push. Or be greedy. I did not want you to be smothered. So I texted we would be here and thought if you wanted to see us, wanted to see me, then maybe you would come.” 
 
He inclined his head towards the menu. “And you did. So.” 
 
“Right. So.” Shane was tempted to sit back and let Ilya order for him, if only so he could have extra time to soak in the fuzzy cloudy breathless warmth of being taken care, of being considered in so many different ways. 
 
But dinner options were a lot more complicated than breakfast options, a lot more dependent on how the day had been, how much Shane had already eaten, whether or not he was feeling any particular icky way about how much and what he’d already eaten. Bad food days where every bite felt like a struggle and too many bites felt like failure were fewer and farther between lately, but not all the way gone so maybe– maybe challenging Ilya to order his dinner wasn’t the best move. 
 
Not yet, at least. 
 
“Gimme a sec to order?” he asked, and Ilya lifted his drink in silent agreement, and settled in to wait. 
 
He wasn’t surprised when Shane first turned to the salads for the sake of theoretically lighter food, but since salads were a disaster with so many sometimes random toppings and the mess of dressing, he smiled a little bit understanding when Shane turned back to the burgers and sandwiches, lips moving as he read the list, scratching his eyebrow as he skimmed through the ingredients. 
 
Eventually, “Heya Coach.” Jacob made it to their table with a beer for Shane and his notepad and pen at the ready. “You should order like this is your last meal, because trivia tonight is going to be a doozy.  Those other teams already think it’s cheating to have you in the room for sports trivia categories, so they are going to be out for blood tonight. You ready for all that competition?” 
 
“You’d think so since I've brought three Cups home, but honestly I’m a little scared of Ben and Chelsea’s team. They're intense." Shane handed the menu over to him. “Can I have the barbecue chicken sandwich? But pickles on the side and–” 
 
“And no cole slaw cos it's yucky and bring it open faced with some silverware, mmhmm I know.” Jacob wrote it down quickly. “And you should be scared of Ben and Chelsea’s team, by the way. Nicest people I’ve ever met, absolutely bloodthirsty when it comes time to get their name on that trivia trophy. Ilya, you need a refill?” 
 
“Please.” Ilya held up his mostly empty glass of Coke. “Spasibo, Jacob.” 
 
“Spazzy-bo, cutie pie. Girls! You look like you need more fries!” Jacob whisked away the empty basket of fries from the twins table, “Be right back!” 
 
“So.” Ilya waited for Shane to take a drink of his beer before prompting, “Sports trivia night. Very competitive teams. No pressure, but you have to win Mr. Legendary Hockey Guy, or you will be bullied mercilessly.” 
 
“No one really bullies anyone at trivia.” Shane tried to deflect, but Ilya cut him off, jabbing at his own chest with his thumb, “I will, though. I will bully you. If you lose sports trivia night when you used to read books and binders and organize spreadsheets of statistics going back twenty year before games? Yes, I will bully you.” 
 
“It’s not just hockey trivia night though!” He objected. “It’s got all the sports in it, and I’m not–” 
 
He paused, “Wait, you remember that? My pre-game ritual of reading the team stats?” 
 
“Yes. Of course. Same as how I remember you,” Ilya cut a quick look over Shane’s head to make sure the girls were still engrossed in their card game and not eavesdropping. “folding clothes before hooking up. Very dorky. Very bully-able. So sexy.” 
 
“Stop.” Shane kicked at him, flustered. “Anyway. I don’t have as much faith as everyone else does in my sports trivia knowledge, so I’ve been reading up on it all week. I’ve never known so much about baseball and wresting and– and fucking pickleball in my entire life.” 
 
“I’m sure all the useless knowledge will be worth your name on trivia trophy, yes?” Ilya goaded, and Shane shrugged, “I didn’t even know there was a trophy until last week.” 
 
Then with a smirk that almost looked like the one Shane used to give Ilya and every other player at a face off who thought they stood a chance against him, “Now that I know? I’m definitely gonna win it though.” 
 
“Of course you are.” Ilya laughed at him, waited for Shane to take another drink, then changed the subject, “You did not answer my text.” 
 
“About the cabin.” No sense pretending he didn’t know what Ilya meant. The text had come through shortly after the text about taking the girls to Jacob’s place for dinner. Shane had replied to the dinner one but not the cabin one, and he’d known Ilya wouldn’t let it go, not now that they were doing the big scary grown up communicating thing or whatever. “Yeah. I uh– I felt like that was a big question to answer over text.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya nodded at Jacob in thanks when he set a fresh drink down in front of him. “We are not texting now. Tell me. Why is the cabin not home?” 
 
“Basically uh–” Shane held the beer bottle between both hands and took a deep breath. “The cabin isn’t home because it wasn’t supposed to be permanent. Or maybe it was supposed to be really permanent,” he grimaced away from the ugly reminder of those first awful weeks. “But you know. Not in any good way.” 
 
“Permanent but not in any good way.” Ilya understood that particular sentiment more than he liked to admit. “Keep talking.” 
 
“It was… getting hurt. You know?” The urge to run away and hide hadn’t started when Shane got hurt, but the weeks in the hospital and months of physical therapy and multiple surgeries certainly hadn’t helped. He’d maybe always felt like he was one bad day away from saying 'fuck it' and up and disappearing, his anxiety and quirks and obsessive behavior and loneliness had always kept him right on the mental edge of cutting his losses and running from his overly structured, overly ordered, overly suffocating life, but laying in the hospital bed literally physically unable to run away had made it all worse. 
 
“I didn’t heal the way I was supposed to, didn’t get better as fast as I thought I would, and then I had to retire. And that was– that was–” it was bullshit, is what it was. One day he’d been the Shane Hollander and a devastatingly short amount of time later, he was replaced on the bench for the remainder of the season, replaced as Captain before the Cup was done, replaced entirely with the new team rosters announced before summer training camps started. 
 
“My therapist suggested getting out of the city and away from the constant reminder of everything I didn’t have anymore.” It hadn’t been bad advice from Dr. Soule, it had just been advice Shane had taken to bad extremes. “I saw some real estate ad for rural living and privacy and an escape and called the agent. Told her I wanted to disappear and money wasn’t really an issue, so maybe she could help me out.” 
 
“The real estate agent.” Jacob came back with Shane’s food and Ilya waited until he scooted away again. “Jeanine?” 
 
“Uh yeah.” he pushed his fork through the pile of saucy, shredded chicken and took an experimental bite. “You know her?” 
 
“She sold us East End house, yes.” 
 
“Makes sense, I figured– oh.” Shane twisted around to find both twins peering over the top of the booth, eyeing his plate with undisguised interest. “Hey girls. You want some of my food?
 
“Masha. Nadyushka.” Ilya warned them reproachfully. “You already had dinner. No creeping on Coach’s food. Is rude.” 
 
“Cannnnn I have the p-pickle?” Nadya whispered, and Mariya whispered too, “Is the chicken good?” 
 
“Here.” Shane scooped the pickle slices onto a napkin and passed them to Nadya, then took the small plate Ilya’s side of fries had come on and put a few scoops of not super saucy chicken on it for Mariya. “Try it, it’s good.” 
 
“Spasibo, Coach.” 
 
“Sp-sp-spasibo.” 
 
Shane was smiling when he went back to his meal, but it fell away when he saw Ilya’s expression of thin lipped disapproval. “What!? They wanted a taste!” 
 
“You spoil them.” Ilya scolded him. “I am trying to teach manners and you spoil them.” 
 
“I spoil them?” Shane fired right back. “You guys were late to practice one day because you were hand sewing Hex the Hedgehog back up after a Welcome to the Family outdoor photo shoot ended in disaster. I spoil them?” 
 
“Okay well.” Ilya’s mouth twitched as he tried to come up with a retort that didn’t let on how much he wanted to laugh over Shane’s quickly sharp defense of princess treament-ing the twins. “That is neither here nor there. What matters is–” 
 
“Nope.” Shane took a bigger bite of the chicken. “You lose. Move on.” 
 
“Fine. Okay. So Jeanine was real estate agent.” Ilya got the conversation back on track with a push at Shane’s foot and roll of his eyes at having his admittedly indulgent parenting style called into question. “She sold you cabin.” 
 
“Yeah.” Jacob had forgotten to bring a knife. Shane smiled when he didn’t even have to ask before Ilya pushed his over to use. “She was really helpful about how private the town was, how discreet everyone is in Montbonne. She told me they’d had famous people live there before and no one ever said a word. Guess she was talking about you?” 
 
“Maybe.” Ilya hadn’t considered himself famous for a long time, but he nodded in short agreement and motioned for Shane to keep talking. 
 
“So the cabin was fine for what I needed.” Shane shrugged. “It was immediately available, far enough out of town to let me disappear, it could be a project if I wanted it but it was already mostly liveable if I didn’t have the energy to deal with it. It wasn’t ever supposed to be home. It was supposed to be an escape and an excuse to not go back to the city and a chance—“
 
The next part was harder to verbalize. “A chance and a reason to hide without having to actually admit I was hiding. It was supposed to give me space to breathe and get away from all the gossip and speculation and deal with being hurt and deal with how different my life was and if I woke up one day and couldn’t deal with it…”
 
The sentence trailed off. Shane didn’t finish explaining what he would have used the cabin for if he hadn’t been able to cope, and Ilya didn’t ask him to elaborate.
 
He knew. Shane knew he knew. The baker and the coach, two kids who’d once had the entire world as theirs for the taking and two men who had lost everything because of chance and fear and the ugly twists and turns of life— both knew exactly what dark cabins at the end of long roads were meant to be the day they woke up and just couldn’t take it anymore.
 
“I told myself there wasn't any point in putting a bunch of money into a temporary little cabin I didn’t intend to stay in.” The corner of Shane’s mouth turned down into a frown. “But now, looking back at it? I think I was punishing myself.”
 
“Punishing.” Ilya swirled the ice in his drink a few times. “For what?”
 
“For failing.” Shane stabbed at a piece of chicken. “For falling. For— for quitting.”
 
“Quitting.” Ilya repeated blankly. “Failing? Shane, they had to rebuild your bones with rods and screws and a plate.”
 
“I know.” Fuck, Shane knew. “Still feel like a failure though. Especially for a fucking All-Star game.”
 
“Yes, a fun game.” Ilya took an aggressively aggravated bite of his own burger. “You were having fun at a fun game and it was an accident. So you bought shitty cabin and do not make it nice as punishment to yourself for having fun?”
 
“Ilya—"
 
“No, I know. You never did this, never relaxed and never had fun and one time you do, you lose everything, I know.” The exasperation in Ilya’s voice bubbled over loud and he put a hand up, shook his head and made an effort to quiet himself again. “But Shane. You know it is stupid, yes? You know it is stupid to punish yourself for an accident. To live in ugly little hovel and suffer because of an accident.” 
 
“Okay well.” Shane huffed at him, surprisingly defensive of his little cabin. “It’s not an ugly little hovel, or whatever. It’s just not–” his fork clattered on the plate when he dropped it, squeezing at the bridge of his nose in frustration. “I realize it’s stupid, okay? I realize it’s really fucking stupid to punish myself by being uncomfortable all the time because of an accident. But I’m working on it. I am working on getting past that.” 
 
“Okay, you are working on it.” Ilya nudged Shane’s plate towards him a little more so he’d keep eating. “How are you working on it?”  
 
“A bunch of the fellas came and helped me with some stuff back in the fall.” Shane went back to eating, small bites and forcing the swallows because his throat still felt a little closed up after being honest about the original purpose of the cabin. “The leak in the water heater, loose floorboards, painting, that sort of thing. When my Dad was here we fixed some of the boards on the deck and put in a firepit. And I uh– I ordered a bunch of stuff recently.”
 
Shane had ordered a bunch of stuff in the last few weeks. Box after box after close to a dozen boxes full of new dishes and curtains to go over the shades and better pots and pans, a bookshelf to build so all the useless self help books had a better place to collect dust, random things like new salt and pepper shakers, a rug for under the big couch. 
 
…booster seats for the back seat of his car. Just in case. 
 
“It’s still not home.” he cut a piece of the toasted, homemade bun and ate it with a forkful of barbecue chicken. “I think it will always just be the cabin because of how it all started but I don’t,” he swallowed hard. “I don’t hate it there. I did for a while. But I don’t anymore.” 
 
Then he scowled across the table at Ilya. “Stop being such a dick about it, okay? I am trying.” 
 
“No, I know, I know you are trying like I am trying, we are both trying every day.” Ilya scratched at his chin, at the side of his face, pinched at his earlobe in a habitual, anxious little motion. “Is just–” he cleared his throat. “You are more comfortable now, yes? At cabin but also here in Montbonne.” 
 
The words tinged almost desperate, Ilya unable to hide the frantic need for reassurance that Shane was getting better, doing better, not feeling like the cabin and Montbonne and them was some dark, dingy, depressing hole to fall into and disappear. 
 
“Maybe the cabin is not home.” he persisted. “But being here doesn’t feel like a place to hide anymore?” 
 
“It still does, a little bit.” Shane confessed quietly. “But not in a bad way. Now Montbonne feels like a good place to hide and disappear. A uh– a safe place.” 
 
“A safe place.” Ilya double checked. “And that is good?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane looked around the crowded dining room and all the familiar faces, turned to check on the girls and listen to them laugh, sat back on the crinkly vinyl seat and searched Ilya’s blue eyes for the adoration and acceptance and always simmering heat reflected back at him. “Yeah, it’s good. All of this is good.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya sat forward so he could reach under the table and find Shane’s leg, gripping at his knee and then his calf comfortingly. “Okay. Good. And I am sorry I was a dick.” 
 
“You should be.” Shane lifted his leg into Ilya’s hand so the touch would linger. “You wanna help me study some more trivia before tonight?” 
 
“That’s so fucking boring, Hollander.” Ilya barely got the words out around a smile. “Of course yes. Give me spreadsheet or flashcards or whatever you have.”
 
“I have flashcards.” Shane dug in his coat pocket and handed a stack of neatly written out cards over the table. “Here you go.” 
 
“Exciting.” Ilya shuffled the cards and cleared his throat. “Okay, Coach Hollander. Who is the only player in Major League history to hit a walk-off inside the park grand slam?” 
 
“Roberto Clemente” Shane answered promptly. “July 25, 1965.” 
 
“Bozhe moy, Shanychka.” Ilya sighed, shuffled the index cards and sighed again, “I am so desperate for your kisses, even you knowing baseball trivia makes me hard.” 
 
“You can’t say stuff like that in public.” Shane hissed and Ilya shrugged, pulled out his phone, and sent off a quick text message. 
 
Shane’s phone buzzed in his pocket and Shane shook his head, “I’m not looking at that. I know you sent me something inappropriate, I’m not looking at it.” 
 
“Pussy.” 
 
“Just ask me another trivia question, goddamn it.” 
 
****
 
By seven forty-five, the bar was mostly empty of anyone but the assembling trivia teams, so Ilya rounded up the girls for goodnight hugs and politely chirped ‘bye to Coach!”s and zipped them into their coats to herd them towards the door. 
 
He glanced at the congregated trivia teams then back at Shane uncertainly, hopefully, longingly, but no, it wasn’t the right time for a goodnight kiss so Shane returned the uncertain, hopeful longing glance with one of his own, then set his fingers to his lips and blew Ilya a quickly discreet kiss. 
 
Ilya shook his head and tapped his fingers purposefully twice at his mouth. Two kisses, always. Shane grinned and tapped his lips twice, then waved at the girls, “Bye Mayday. Bye Nadya.” and slumped back into the booth to finish his beer alone. 
 
“Oh my stars.” Jacob sighed nearly in Shane’s ear and Shane jumped in surprise. “Are you two just the cutest?” 
 
“Fuck off.” Shane scrambled to cover an awkward blush and Jacob laughed at him, “No, I shan’t. Now come on, Coach Hollander. I’ve got a fresh beer for you and you better skedaddle to get your favorite table before one of the other teams gets it. Go on!” 
 
“Thanks.” Shane took the beer and scooted out of the booth to claim his and Rachel’s preferred table for the trivia night. “And um,” quieter, “Thanks, Jacob.” 
 
“Don’t you worry about it, Coach.” Jacob whisked the dirty dishes off the table and winked at him. “Good luck tonight. No pressure or anything. But if you lose the sports trivia round, just know I will tease you about it for the next fifty years.” 
 
“Fifty years of Montbonne based teasing?” Shane took a quick sip of the fresh beer and smiled a little. “Okay.” 
 
*****
 
From Jane: Are you at the bakery?
 
From Lily: Yes.
 
From Lily: Are you coming by?
 
From Jane: Is that okay?
 
From Lily: Always. Back door is unlocked. 
 
“Ilya?” Shane knocked at the alley entrance door before letting himself into the bakery, leaving his jacket on the coat rack by the apartment stairs to hurry down the hall to find Ilya in the prep area of the big kitchen. “Ilya? Hey, it’s me.”
 
“Privet, solnyshko.” Ilya was prepping bread for Tuesday’s upcoming sandwich catering order, his hair hidden behind a bandana and flour coating his arms clear up to his elbows, both hands busy shaping a lump of whole grain dough into a manageable loaf. “How are you?”
 
“Not as busy as you.” Shane eyed the dozen or so pieces of dough portioned out on the table, then the remaining dough still waiting to be divided in the bowl from the industrial sized, floor mounted mixer. “What are you doing? Isn’t Monday usually sweet stuff prep?”
 
“Usually yes.” Ilya plopped the neatly shaped dough into the last slot of a four-loaf wide divided loaf pan  and set the entire thing on a nearby rack so it could do a second round of proofing before going in the oven. “But there is sandwich catering order for the hospital. Quarterly staff meeting. I am making bread today so I can start sandwiches first thing in the morning for lunch delivery.”
 
“Huh.” Shane scooted around Ilya to reach the mini fridge, helping himself to a bottle of water. “What kind of bread?”
 
“Whole grain.” Ilya plucked two portioned chunks of dough off the table and started rolling them beneath his palms, expert flicks of his wrist and quick manipulations with his fingers shaping the lump into a usable oblong shape that would fit neatly into another waiting four-cavity loaf pan. “Next is herb and cheese bread. How was skating?”
 
“Same as always.” Shane couldn’t resist— didn’t bother trying to resist— skimming his fingertips along Ilya’s forearms, briefly tracing the veins and tense muscles as Ilya worked the dough. “What time did you get here this morning?”
 
“Same as always.” Ilya rotated his wrist so the tendons in his arm jumped beneath Shane’s fingers, smirking when Shane’s dark eyes sparked interested when he felt it. “Eight thirty after dropping girls off at school. You skated late today?”
 
“Seven instead of six, yeah.” Shane took his water back around the table to his stool, his spot. “How much bread do you have to make?”
 
“Two dozen loaves for regular sale, another eight for catering order.” Ilya switched to using both hands on one loaf to coax it into the preferred shape before dropping it into the waiting loaf pan. “Why did you skate late today?”
 
“I uh.” Shane almost slid his water bottle across the table for Ilya to open, but Ilya was already working on the next chunk of dough, so Shane silently ridiculed himself for wanting to be so fucking pampered lately and opened his own damn water. “I was up late last night watching the All Star Game coverage.”
 
“Hm.” Ilya narrowed his eyes in Shane’s direction, trying to decipher the wrinkle at Shane’s brow, the stress in the corner of his eyes, trying the catalogue the quiet tap tap of his fingers as every day restlessness or something worse, something anxious and miserable and counting down tap tap tap to a spiral or panic attack or bad day because watching the All Star Game coverage had brought up bad memories. 
 
“You are…” he dropped the shaped loaf in the waiting pan and snagged another to keep working. “Okay? Or no?”
 
“About watching it?” He lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “It’s fine. I thought it would suck but really I just—“ Shane smiled a little, shaking his head as he took a long drink of his water.
 
“You just what?” 
 
“It made me think of the 2017 All Star Game.” Shane said after a minute. “It was East vs West.”
 
“We would have played together.” Ilya nodded. “If I had not left.”
 
“Yeah. Exactly.” Shane watched the dough form into ovals beneath Ilya’s palms. “I texted you so many times that weekend.”
 
“I know.” It only took a few seconds with both hands to finish shaping one of the loaves, a few seconds with both hands to shape the remaining loaf, and Ilya dropped them in the pan and kept working. “I read all those texts.”
 
“I couldn’t shake the feeling that if you were still around,” Shane swallowed. Picked at the label of the water bottle. “Maybe that weekend would have been the one where we could have— or maybe we would have been brave enough to—“
 
Ilya kept a silent count in his head as he rolled the dough under his palms, and prompted, “We would have…?”
 
“You know.” Shane chewed a raw patch at the inside of his cheek. “We could have hung out all weekend. All the guys who didn’t bring their families or girlfriends were buddied up sharing rooms so we could have fudged the numbers or messed with the assignments so we shared a room the whole time, no one would have thought it was weird. They probably would have thought it was hilarious, Hollander and Rozanov, sworn enemies and intense rivals being forced to room together? They would have called us The Odd Couple or something stupid like that the whole time.”
 
“And maybe.” Shane let out a deep breath. “Maybe uh— you know—"
 
“I think so too.” Ilya smiled a little.  “If Vegas has gone differently. If I stayed. We would have kept sneaking around together and by that All Star Game, we would have been too far into the each other to pretend anymore. I would not have quit you, and if you tried to quit me?”
 
He grinned, sharp and wolfish and dastardly, “I would have been bitchy and mean and terrible about it. So by 2017, yes. I would have kept you for whole weekend and forgot to pretend we hated each other and probably stuffed you in my suitcase to smuggle to Boston and keep forever.”
 
“Alright well, the last part sounded creepy as shit.” Shane huffed and Ilya only laughed at him, though both their smiles fell away when Shane added quietly, “What could have been, right?”
 
“Mm maybe.” Ilya wiped the table down, then wiped his hands on his apron and bent to heft the hugely heavy mixing bowl up onto the table, tipping it over so the contents spilled out onto the shiny surface. “But it could have been the other way, too.”
 
“The other way.” It was downright hypnotic how quickly and easily Ilya divided the dough with precise slashes of a square blade, hacking at the big pile and tossing cheese laden and herb speckled pieces towards the small scale to weigh out each loaf. The process looked so damn effortless and so damn satisfying, Shane sort of wanted to try it for himself. “What would be the other way?”
 
“Vegas is the same.” Ilya kept slashing at the dough, portioning it out and tossing the chunks towards the scale at the other end of the table. “Except after a summer in Russia, I come back. You are angry and I deserve it, but we do not talk.” He kept cutting. “Because we did not talk back then. Maybe we keep fucking, but is not the same and we do not trust each other.”
 
Jesus, Shane hated that idea. “No, wait. Ilya—“
 
“All Star Game comes, but we do not talk much anymore.” Ilya said it all quickly, forcing the words past the lump of denial in his throat. “You maybe found some pretty girl to love, probably a movie star you met while doing all those brand commercials and modeling. You bring her to All Star Game, I am too angry and stubborn and stupid to tell you how I feel.”
 
His attempt at a nonchalant shrug was undercut by the savage way he chopped at the dough. “So we play on same team. We cannot laugh, so we fight. We compete, but it isn’t fun. You go home to movie star and try to love her enough to forget you do not really like girls, I go home to Russia to bury my Papa and pretend everything is fine.”
 
He smiled, small and tight and pained. “For every ‘what if’ that ends up with me giving you blowjob on the beach at sunset, there is ten more that end with us not talking anymore.” 
 
“I don’t remember my ‘what if’ scenario ending with blowjobs on the beach.” Shane countered skeptically, and Ilya didn’t skip a beat assuring him, “There would be blowjobs on beach, Shanychka. Guarantee.”
 
“Right. Sure.” Shane conceded that particular point with a little wriggle on the stool, clenching his thighs together as his mind wandered somewhere towards sandy beaches and glowing sunsets and Ilya’s mouth sealed hot and sucking around him. Fuck. “So I guess—“
 
“Is better to be glad we have something now,” Ilya emphasized it with a quick toss and quiet thunk of dough hitting the table. “Than to be sad over ‘maybe’ and ‘what if’.”
 
“Yeah.” Ilya was right. Right then in Montbonne sitting in his spot knowing he was fully welcome to show up at the bakery anytime and freely spend time with Ilya, laugh and talk and share kisses was way better than a hypothetical weekend potentially spent together at an All Stars Game eight years past.
 
“Do you need some help with the bread?” Shane was already off the stool and moving around the table, his hand at Ilya’s hip and then at the cut of Ilya’s waist, up over his chest and cupping at his cheek as he turned Ilya’s head to catch him into a kiss.
 
“Mmmthiskissdoesnothelpwithbread...” Ilya mumbled against his lips and Shane dropped his hand to hook his fingers at Ilya’s necklace and plead, “Kiss me anyway?”
 
“Here, then.” Ilya couldn’t hold on to Shane without smearing flour and clumps of dough all over his clothes, so he settled for bracing his hands at the bake table and pinning Shane in between his body and the solid edge, covering the jut of it with his palms and tightening his arms as best he could around Shane’s frame. Shane looped his arms at Ilya’s shoulders and pulled him inand Ilya angled his head to control it, bumping their noses and nipping at Shane’s bottom lip until Shane opened to let him in with a dizzy sounding moan. He wedgedhis leg between Shane’s knee and rocked forward to grind against him, swallowing the shocked noise Shane made and echoing it with a hungry noise of his own when he felt Shane’s cock twitch hardening against his thigh. 
 
“Fuck—!” Shane dropped his head back gasping as Ilya slid his mouth along his jaw to his ear, then down the length of his throat, sucking and pulling at the sensitive skin until bruises bloomed red beneath the pressure and Shane was trembling against him, breath coming harsh past his parted lips as Ilya licked and mouthed and bit his way to the curve where Shane’s neck met his shoulder. 
 
“Ohhh holy shit.” Shane shuddered when Ilya’s tongue landed wet and slick at the hollow of his collarbone. Ilya nosed his shirt collar aside and painted open mouth kisses against every millimeter of exposed skin, then followed with his teeth, scraping light enough to be ticklish, heavy enough to be purposeful until he found the meat of Shane’s shoulder and could bite down in earnest, ripping a half startled wail from Shane and following the echo of it back of Shane’s throat until he could taste it on Shane’s mouth and suck the vibration of it off his tongue. 
 
“Ilya…” being so thoroughly kissed without hardly being touched was disorienting. Shane couldn’t do much more than hold on to Ilya’s broad shoulders as he was thoroughly devoured beneath Ilya’s lips and teeth and tongue, and when he finally gathered enough sense to remember he was allowed to move against the heavy thigh wedged against his crotch, he managed only a single hitched roll of his hips before Ilya growled bass pitched and half past ravenous into his ear—
 
“Don’t, Shanychka. I will forget our promise and reasons to go slow.” Ilya buried his face in Shane’s throat, “Please. Poshchady lyubov' moya.”
 
“What—what does that one mean?” Shane gulped and Ilya traced a trio of tiny freckles with the tip of his nose and groaned, “Have mercy on me…”
 
“Ilya, fuck.” Shane grabbed for Ilya’s hair, for the bulk of his biceps, planted both hands at Ilya’s chest and dug his fingers into the solid muscle at his chest as he tried to remember how the hell to breathe. “F--Fuck—"
 
“Okay okay okay.” Ilya really desperately needed to put several feet of space between their bodies, maybe several miles between the tempting push of Shane’s cock into his leg and how he was hard enough to hurt behind the zipper of his pants, but he forced himself to — let himself— hover close, loosening his grip on the table and opening his arms so Shane wasn’t pressed trapped so tight against him, but not moving so far away that Shane would feel obligated to leave.
 
Yes, they were going slow, and fucking hell it was such a frustrating but important decision to wait for sex until they’d built a better foundation and all that, and okay maybe it would be better for Ilya to pull away completely so they could calm down faster, but the very last thing Ilya wanted was for Shane to back up, shut down, and start talking to cover his reluctance to be quiet.
 
Too many times between the first time upstairs and the day they broke up in January, Shane had pulled away, ran away, zipped up and cleaned up and left like he couldn’t stand the thought of lingering long enough to go quiet with Ilya and the memory of it stung. It roiled up acidic in Ilya’s throat and persistently insecure at the edges of his mind and he didn’t want that, he didn’t want that. 
 
Please please stay. It was only a kiss, albeit one that had gone far beyond Shane’s mostly innocent first little smooch, but it was intense enough, blisteringly beautifully desperate enough to leave Ilya tilting unsteady and to cloud dizzy into Shane’s eyes so no no no Ilya wasn’t going to pull away and let too much space intrude too soon between them and erase any chance of Shane maybe taking a few minutes to stay. 
 
“Okay okay okay,” he pressed his lips to Shane’s temple and mumbled into his hair. “Just ah— Just—“
 
“I really was only going to ask if I could help with the bread.” Shane didn’t duck away or pull back. He tapped the gold cross at Ilya’s necklace, tugged lightly at the chain, then dotted a kiss to the scruff at Ilya’s jaw before dropping his head to hide his face in Ilya’s shoulder. “I didn’t mean to— I um—“
 
Whatever. It didn’t matter. Shane’s lips were buzzing, goosebumps scattered at his skin, his tongue too thick in his too dry mouth and his heart still pounding, so he gave up on trying to talk and nuzzled his way deeper against Ilya’s shoulder, focused on inhaling against the rise of Ilya’s chest, exhaling into the fall, sinking into the warmth of Ilya’s body and closing his eyes for just a minute. 
 
But.
 
“Hugging is not helping with bread, Shanychka.” No matter how badly Ilya wanted to take the moment upstairs and replay it all naked before cuddling Shane close and settling him quiet for a long time, they weren’t there yet. A few weeks of taking it slow didn’t erase months of miscommunication and years apart, they just weren’t there yet, and damn it, Ilya really did need to get the rest of the bread prep done.
 
He’d never hated the decision to work in the bakery instead of being an uninvolved owner more than he did right then when he had to let go of Shane and find his self control so he could go back to kneading bread. 
 
Fuck. 
 
“You are very unhelpful right now.” He teased with a quick kiss at Shane’s cheek and then his forehead as he pulled back slowly, not rushing or abandoning or leaving, but very pointedly acknowledging their agreed upon boundary by changing the subject and lightening the mood. “I will never get bread done at this rate.”
 
“In my defense.” Shane was unsteady on his feet when Ilya stepped away, but he nodded and straightened his shoulders, fighting the urge to crawl back into Ilya’s warmth and arms and—and maybe right into his bones? Was that normal? To get kissed senseless and then want to disappear into somebody’s bones? “I uh— I—"
 
“Is my fault.” Ilya couldn’t resist sweeping his fingers under Shane’s dazed eyes, featherlight along the freckles on his cheek. “You are too pretty and I lose focus. Please come ugly next time, yes?”
 
“Yeah.” Shane finally managed a quiet laugh and a few blinks to clear the fog from his mind. “Next time I’ll do my best to show up ugly. Sure.”
 
“Okay good. Now go wash hands and find an apron.” Ilya needed a minute to get his focus back and he knew Shane needed a minute to get his balance back, so he jerked a thumb towards the far sink and the box full of clean aprons. “I will show you how to do this good. Go on.”
 
“Okay.”
 
By the time Shane got his hands washed and an apron tied around his waist, the moment had more or less cooled. Pants were still pulling a little uncomfortable and eye contact felt a little too volatile, but he came to stand next to Ilya at the bake table and Ilya gave him a sweet little kiss before switching to teacher mode to get the morning back on track in safer territory. 
 
“Focus here.” Ilya picked up a clump of dough and put it on the scale, showing Shane where the needle stopped. “Each one weighs the same, or at least close to it, yes? This fills a standard loaf pan so every loaf is same size. Then you take two pieces and shape, like this.”
 
Ilya grabbed two of the awkwardly shaped clumps and started rolling them under his palms, smooth motions and minute adjustments with his fingers to keep the dough turning and shaping until it looked less awkward and more recognizable as a loaf, the chunks of cheese neatly pressed in so they wouldn’t fall out before baking.
 
“Two hands.” He slowed down so Shane could see how he tucked and pinched and lifted the dough into the proper shape. “Then right into the loaf pan. Is simple. You try.”
 
The whole process looked simple enough, but Shane had never so much as touched bread dough before while Ilya had been working almost every day in the bakery for years, so much to Shane’s chagrin and Ilya’s exasperated delight, it wasn’t actually simple at all.
 
“No.” Ilya clicked his tongue in dismay at Shane’s first attempt. “Is more rolling and shaping, not kneading and definitely not hard kneading like that. You are not pissed off at bread.”
 
“I might be.” Shane eyed the misshapen little thing warily. “If it doesn’t get its shit together.”
 
And, “Wait wait,” Ilya corrected a few minutes later. “Don’t put so much flour on the table. It is stainless steel, the dough will not stick very much, maybe not at all. A little flour makes sure there is no sticking, but too much and it will absorb into dough and change consistency.”
 
“How much flour is too much flour?” Shane frowned and Ilya pointed at the heap of flour on the table, “That is too much!”
 
Later, “Too much rolling.” Ilya took one of the pieces of dough from Shane and showed him where it was starting to pull apart. “Only enough to shape it. If you work at it too much, it will get dense and flat and ugly.”
 
“How do I know if I’m overworking it?” Shane asked and Ilya shrugged, “You just know.”
 
“That isn’t helpful, Ilya.”
 
“You learn by touch.” Ilya emphasized. “By practice.”
 
“Shockingly enough, I don’t have lots of opportunities to get to know bread by touch.” Shane sassed at him and Ilya kissed him on the forehead , then promised, “Come by more and I will teach you.”
 
“Maybe I will.”
 
“I think you should.” Ilya’s blue eyes twinkled at him. “Because bozhe moy you are bad at it. That bread is ugly, Shanychka.”
 
“Oh, fuck off.”
 
****
 
From Jane: Good News. My ugly little loaf of cheese bread is actually fucking delicious. 
 
From Jane: 0/10 looks, 10/10 taste.
 
From Lily: Come back for another lesson and I will teach you to make pretty bread.
 
From Jane: Next Monday?
 
From Lily: Yes.
 
From Jane: It’s a date. 
 
From Lily: Чмок-чмок
 
*****
 
From Lily: Tell me about after Vegas.
 
From Jane: What do you want to know?
 
From Lily: All of it.
 
All of it. That was ten years and not enough therapy of so much shit to talk about. Shane didn’t even know where to start. 
 
From Lily: Start at beginning. 
 
From Jane: Okay. 
 
The new set of dishes Shane ordered had come in four different boxes and he lugged them one by one into the kitchen so he could wash each piece before putting it away. 
 
From Jane: I thought you were just being a dick and not texting me all summer. But first day of training camp, someone said they heard a rumor you’d left the league and moved back to Russia to stay. I texted you about it. You never texted back and that really pissed me off. 
 
From Jane: Pissed me off more when the season started and the rumour turned out to be true. 
 
The cupboards and cabinets in the kitchen were depressingly bare. It wasn’t a new phenomenon. 
 
Back before, Shane had been obsessive about meal planning and borderline neurotic about only keeping the minimal amount of anything in his apartment ever, so he’d only kept a handful of reusable containers for his meals, a sparse amount of silverware, never cups and only waterbottles and shake canisters. He never had people over and really, he was never at the apartment very long between training and gym time and flying all over the place to book commercials and brand endorsements so his kitchen being almost spartan and the lack of dishes being a glaring neon arrow towards his food issues just hadn’t really mattered .
 
From Jane: First couple games that 2014-2015 season, the commentators kept saying shit like now that you were gone, I was going to be the best, no contest. That you were out of the way, so it would really give me a chance to shine without that close competition. Fuck that. 
 
Shane had ordered a big set of dishes to fill the cabin cupboards. Eight dinner plates. Eight smaller salad plates in a complimentary pattern. Eight tiny dessert plates that perfectly matched the big dinner plates so when they were stacked in sets of three, the patterns line up in aesthetically pleasing designs.  There were eight deep bowls for soup, eight shallow bowls for pasta, and eight coordinating coffee mugs that went in the cabinet above the new coffeemaker Shane had purchased the previous week. 
 
From Jane: I wasn’t gonna live in your shadow forever, wasn’t gonna be considered the best only because YOU were gone. I was gonna be the best all by myself whether you were there or not. So that’s what I decided to do. 
 
Place settings for eight people were more dishes than Shane had ever owned, or had a reason to own, or had even thought about owning. But he washed and dried and put everything away in the right spot on the sturdy shelves, he thought maybe. 
 
Maybe eight was a good number, because if Ilya came out for dinner and brought the girls, that was four place settings getting used. If his parents were in town and Ilya and the girls came to meet them, that was six place settings to put down at the dining room table. If Hayden and Jackie came along and they did like– like a double family date with Ilya and Mariya and Nadya, and his parents were around, maybe for the holidays or something like that, then Shane would actually need way more dishes because eight place settings wouldn’t be near enough if he had a houseful of friends and family.
 
But that was a long shot. A crazy idea. A Pike-Rozanov-Hollander shared holiday family dinner. That was insane. 
 
Eight place settings were more than enough for right then and plenty for some of the ‘what if’s’ Shane had only barely started to let himself think about. 
 
From Jane: It was sort of a relief actually. You being gone. I didn’t realize how much space you took up in my head until you weren’t there anymore and all I had to focus on was hockey. I didn’t realize how much more I could give to the game when I wasn’t giving anything to anyone else. 
 
From Jane: To you. 
 
The glassware set came in packs of sixteen. Eight tall glasses and eight shorter cups. A second set made of supposedly unbreakable plastic that had been highly reviewed as kid friendly and kid proof. Shane had bought the first set because he was a fucking adult who needed more than a handful of water bottles and a couple hand me down coffee mugs from his parent’s college days. He’d bought the second, kid proof set for the same reason he’d bought enough dishes to serve eight people– just in case. 
 
From Jane: All Star Game 2017 was the turning point, I think. We had two Cups in a row and I broke a bunch of records and I spent that whole fucking weekend thinking about you, so I decided to STOP thinking about you and just lock the fuck in. 
 
Pots and pans were next. The flimsy set he’d grabbed on his way through the grocery store that first day in Montbonne were already falling apart and it was damn hard to keep up with Dr. Soule’s direction and his own promise to himself to get his eating issue under control when he couldn’t cook without food sticking to the cheap pots, or too thin pans warping from the heat, or that gross aftertaste the off brand non-stick surface left on the food. 
 
All the downloaded recipes, well intentioned attempts at using his cookbook, and best efforts to find a balance between never eating or binge eating didn’t count for shit if he couldn’t make a decent meal, so new pots and pans were a necessity. 
 
From Jane: Diet got worse, after that. I dunno how to talk about that yet. Don’t know when it got really bad. I just know it got worse after the 2017 All Stars. It worked though. I trained better, played better, I was better all the way around. It worked, so I could justify being insane about it. Or whatever. 
 
From Jane: Between that and how I was always picky about food anyway… It was a good excuse to be alone. Which I don’t think I realized until right this fucking second. Being strict about food meant I spent a ton of time logging food and counting grams or researching supplements and skipping meals with my parents or the team because the place didn’t have anything I would eat. It was a good excuse to not have to be around people. 
 
From Jane: Which definitely directly contributed to my self sabotage and isolation tendencies.
 
From Jane: Wow. My therapist is gonna be fucking thrilled at all this self reflection, Jesus Christ. 
 
The living room floor didn’t squeak anymore thanks to one of the dads on the team helping nail down some loose boards when they’d all come over to help with his list of projects back before the holidays. Shane put his knee brace on for safety’s sake so nothing would pull or twinge or rotate wrong when he started moving the big couch and heavy, matching recliners out of the space so he could unroll a new rug to cover the wooden floor.
 
It wasn’t anything particularly eye catching, just a large rug with a thick thread count in a soothing shade of green, but the cabin was immediately cozier for it, the living room immediately pulled together centered around it. Shane spent an inordinate amount of time– honestly probably a ridiculous amount of time– adjusting the furniture in tiny increments until everything was spaced evenly around the room and onto the rug, then dropped onto the couch and looked around to smile about it. 
 
From Jane: I didn’t want to think about you. I tried really hard not to. But end of season awards in Vegas made me think about you, so I’d get sad and text, then get mad at myself the next day for giving in and I’d go for a run or sign off on some new brand deal to keep myself busy. 
 
From Jane: I got so busy I needed super detailed calendars to schedule and control everything and the more scheduled and controlled it got, the less I stopped for any downtime and next thing I know, I’m in the fucking hospital and all the sudden I have all the downtime I could ever need because my life was fucking ruined. 
 
The booster seats fit perfectly in the back of Shane’s car. They’d sure been expensive, though. Shane had thought about getting little basic ones that could be tossed in and out easily on the off chance he ever had to give the twins a ride anywhere, but then he’d done some review checking online, followed a few links to some parenting blogs, some consumer reports and extensive articles detailing the potentially catastrophic consequences of little kids being unsafely buckled into seats…
 
The booster seats had ended up being expensive, but the coverings were water proof and the seat and backrest and adjustable headrest apparently all top of the line for comfort and safety reasons. They secured into the back seat of his car easily but firmly, they folded down to half their size to be stored in the trunk when he wasn’t using them, each booster seat had a cup holder and a little snack holder and Shane had bought the extra attachment that would hold books or tablets so the girls could reach their stuff without making a mess all over the car. 
 
Not because Shane thought he’d have the twins enough to need ultra safe, ultra comfortable, specifically picked with each of the girls in mind– racing stripes for Mayday, artsy little swirls for Nadya– booster seats. 
 
But, well. Just in case. 
 
From Jane: So I ended up in Montbonne. 
 
The very last thing Shane unboxed and set up was a half dozen new pillows for his bed and four new throw pillows for the couch. He loved pillows, loved having stacks of pillows, he loved the coziness of it and the familiarity of it and he’d been living in the cabin with only two on his bed and two on the couch and hey, if he was going to extra dishes and cups and booster seats, he could justify extra pillows too. 
 
From Jane: And I guess that’s it. That’s what happened after Vegas. 
 
That night Shane settled into his spot on the couch with his toes touching the new rug, one of the new pillows over his lap, sipping at a cold beer poured into one of his new cups. He scrolled back up through the messages he’d sent, then tapped the screen to send a couple more. 
 
From Jane: I’m not mad about it, though. Not anymore. And I guess the cabin still doesn’t feel like home, and maybe it never really will, I don’t know. 
 
From Jane: But it definitely doesn’t feel like punishment anymore.
 
From Lily: We said we are not stuck in Vegas anymore. You are sorry and I am sorry and we are done with it. 
 
From Lily: But save this one. Screen shot it so you remember. 
 
From Lily: I am sorry, Shanychka. For Vegas. For ten years. For being too silent and too far gone away and not knowing what it did to you and leaving you to do it all alone. 
 
From Lily: I am sorry. 
 
From Jane: … … … 
 
From Jane: I forgive you. 
 
******
 
The Next Morning
 
“You are here later than usual.” Ilya braced his hands at the top of the boards and leaned over the ice to purse his lips for a kiss as Shane stopped in front of him. “Did you know I would come to see you?” 
 
“I hoped maybe you would.” Shane gave him a quick kiss, then came back for a second slower one, covering Ilya’s hand on the boards and squeezing it lightly. “Thought if I started at eight, you might come by after you took the girls to school.”
 
“Hm.” Ilya laced their fingers together so he could rub his thumb at the back of Shane’s hand, then lifted it to his lips and kissed Shane’s knuckles, turned his hand over and kissed the callouses on his fingers, then set Shane’s hand to his face and closed his eyes, sighing out deep from somewhere down by his toes.
 
“Hey.” Shane’s breath hitched a little bit emotional at the overly sweet show of affection. “You okay?”
 
“Yes. Just.” Ilya nuzzled his nose into the center of Shane’s palm, then set his mouth at the same spot. “Thank you.” 
 
“For what?”
 
“For forgiveness.” Ilya answered simply. “I know is just a word and I know you are done being mad and we are done being sorry and we are working on it. But.”
 
He left Shane’s hand resting over his heart, and cupped Shane’s face to draw him back for another kiss. “Thank you anyway. It feels… big. Like everything, maybe.”
 
“Okay. Okay I’m glad it feels like everything.” Shane angled in for another kiss, smiling when he felt Ilya’s mouth tilt smiling against him as well. “Do you have your skates?”
 
“In the car, yes. I brought them just in case.” Ilya wiped the sheen of saliva from Shane’s bottom lip, blue eyes glued to the instinctive part of Shane’s mouth at the pressure and the hint of tongue he could see behind Shane’s teeth. “Is there room for me to skate with you this morning?”
 
“Always.” Shane promised. “Always, yeah. Grab your skates and get out here with me.”
 
Ilya didn’t stop smiling from the second he left to grab his skates from the car to the moment he stepped onto the ice and Shane took his hand so they could skate side by side, hand in hand for several comfortable, easy laps around the rink. 
 
Until.
 
“Whoa.” Shane’s eyebrows rose when Ilya sped up all the sudden, not enough to pull their hands apart but enough that Shane had to jolt toward a little to keep up. The new pace was still comfortable, still easy, but when they finished another lap and Ilya sped up another noticeable notch, Shane tugged at his hand to ask, “What are you doing?”
 
“Nothing.” Ilya shrugged it off. “Just skating. You are okay?”
 
“…yeah.” Shane narrowed his eyes at him a little. “Was I skating too slow?”
 
“Nope.” Ilya popped the ‘p’ of the word. Topped it off with a smirk. “No, is fine. Let’s keep going.”
 
“Okay.”
 
The next lap passed calmly, Ilya maintaining the same slighter faster speed and Shane easily keeping pace with him. The rink was quiet beyond the soft scrush scrush of their skates, holding hands felt natural and intimate and reassuring after the last couple emotionally fraught conversations, and as they came around to the players bench again, it had been just long enough for Shane to relax into the new speed, just long enough for him to start to sink back into that quiet, romantic, early morning skate with the man he lo—
 
“Hey!” They crossed the center line and Ilya took off ahead of Shane, dropped his hand and digging his skates in and sprinting away down the ice.
 
“What the fuck—!” Shane threw his hands in the air. “Ilya! What the fuck—!”
 
“Come on Hollander!” Ilya’s laughter floated towards him from behind the goalie crease. “Can you keep up with me or am I still faster than you?”
 
“Fuck you.” Shane breathed in disbelief, then, “Fuck you!” As he took off chasing after Ilya. “I was always faster than you!”
 
“Mmmm, no.” Honestly, Ilya was stunned to see how fast Shane caught up to him, but he only stuck his tongue and notched his speed up a little more and goaded, “I think is lie. I remember beating you always.”
 
“I hold the speed record for the League!” Shane was nearly there, only an arms reach away from Ilya when Ilya laughed over his shoulder, “Only because I quit and went to Russia!” Then put on another burst of speed and flew right out of Shane’s reach.
 
“Motherfucker.” A jolt of anticipation had Shane moving, stripping out of his jacket and tossing it aside, pushing his long sleeves up as he left the boards and headed for the far end of the rink, picking up speed behind the goalie crease, picking up more speed around the corner. Ilya whistled suggestively at him from the other side of the rink and Shane grinned, “You better get moving or I’m gonna catch you, Rozanov!”
 
“Bring it on, Hollander!”
 
They raced, pursuing each other up and down the rink, around the corners and blue line to blue line pushing it, pushing each other, breathing hard and laughing out loud and chirping snapping snarking at one another other. Ilya always managed to stay just a smidge ahead of Shane and refused to shut up about it, taunting him, “Come on Hollander, come on, too slow. Booooo too slow!”
 
“Shut up!” If Ilya hadn’t been looking over his shoulder constantly checking in, it would have been easy for Shane to get lost in the memories of the last time he’d gotten into a race with another player. But it wasn’t the All Star Game, there was no one else on the ice to accidentally trip him, no goal posts to slam into and shatter bones, it was okay, it was fine, it was fun. Shane let go and let loose and pushed himself chasing Ilya across the ice, holding back a little at the corners, then holding back a little less, until suddenly he wasn’t holding back at all because the fear of getting hurt again didn’t roil up choking at the back of his throat and the hammer of his heart wasn’t about being afraid to fall but more about the thrill of the competition.
 
He’d missed this. Missed the speed and the thrill and Ilya taunting him like they were the only two players in the entire world and the ice was just theirs.
 
I love this. He thought as he zipped around a corner and charged down the ice after Ilya. I love this, I love this, I love this.
 
“Bolshe bolshe bolshe!” Ilya shouted at him, “Give me more, Hollander, you are like old man out here!” 
 
“Watch the fucking wall, asshole!” Shane burst out laughing when the chirp cost Ilya a split second of concentration and he cut a corner too wide, nearly rocking himself into the boards and losing the race out of sheer clumsiness. 
 
“I would much rather watch you, if only you were faster than me so I could watch your ass when you skate—!” the words were barely out of Ilya mouth when he saw the split second flicker of that famous Hollander determination cross Shane’s face, and before he could think up another taunt about how it was too little too late, he had already won, he was still faster than Shane—
 
— Shane blitzed past him all in a rush, digging down to some impossible level to close the couple feet of distance between them at the straightaway before the first corner and blow past Ilya in a rush of wind and laughter and a hard won, well deserved, loudly shouted, “Let’s go! Let’s go! I win!”
 
“Fuck.” Ilya’s jaw dropped right open and he started laughing, his skates chopping at the ice as he sprinted to catch up to Shane and grab his hand, his arm, at his waist to get him to slow down. “What was that?! You were so fast!”
 
“Yeah, I fucking was. Did you see that? That felt so good, what the fuck.” Shane’s eyes were lit bright, cheeks flushed and his grin stretched wide across his face as he turned into Ilya’s hands, pivoting backwards so they could face each other as the breakneck speed slowed to something more manageable taking them smoothly through the corners, slower down the straightaways, finally to simply coasting together with Ilya’s hands at Shane’s waist and Shane’s hands resting at Ilya’s forearms to keep him close. 
 
He was so beautiful, so happy, that Ilya had to kiss him. He slowed their easy glide down so he could cover Shane’s mouth in a long kiss, careful with his feet so they didn’t trip each other up as he slid his arm tighter at Shane’s waist and brought him in closer. 
 
“MmmIlya…” Shane sighed into the kiss, a happy little noise that ended in a hum as they slowed down even more around another corner. “That was fun.”
 
“How is your leg?” Ilya checked the wall over Shane’s shoulder and adjusted their turn more to avoid the boards. “Does it hurt yet?”
 
“I can feel it a little sore, yeah.” Shane bent his left knee gingerly, leaning into Ilya so he could balance as he felt down along the scars at his knee, further to where screws and rods had been set down his leg. “Not bad though. It’s okay. I just haven’t moved like that in a long time.”
 
“Me either.” Ilya adjusted their slow glide towards the door off the ice. “I think I threw my back out.”
 
“Ugh.” Shane snorted a laugh. “We are too goddamn young to feel this goddamn old.”
 
“Yes, but.” Ilya let go of Shane’s waist so he could put his hand out to reach the boards before Shane’s back hit them, then slid his arm to resting over the top curve of Shane’s rear. “You had a career ending injury and I am single father to chaos children. Those things age us a hundred years.”
 
“A hundred years at least.” The back of Shane’s skates hit the kick plate but instead of leaning into the boards and pulling Ilya into him, he pushed off the boards to swivel around and pin Ilya there instead. 
 
And, “Come here.” Shane angled in for a kiss Ilya was fucking thrilled to give him, two quick ones and then a longer third kiss where their noses squashed together and they were sharing air breathing into each others mouths, lips meeting then parting, then coming back again and again and again for a dozen little kisses and nose nuzzles and smiles that led right back to a kiss. 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya rumbled into a teasing flick of tongue at his bottom lip. “You are very sweet this morning.”
 
“Gimme a break.” Shane dragged his palms down Ilya’s chest, groping and squeezing at him and smiling small and pleased when Ilya flexed beneath him. “I’m always sweet.”
 
“Liar.”
 
“Fuck off.”
 
“No.” Ilya scooped him in closer, leaving their endless little kisses so he could tuck his chin at Shane’s shoulder and cover him into a full body hug. Shane made a soft, contented sort of noise and hugged him back, snuggling in as close as he could and plastering their bodies together, turning into Ilya’s throat and spreading his hands wide at Ilya’s back.
 
Ilya mumbled something in Russian that Shane didn’t catch, and he lifted his head enough to ask, “What was that one? What did you say?”
 
“I said,” Ilya pressed a kiss to his temple. “Moy koala medvezhonok. Is like… you are my little koala bear. Cuddly and sweet for me.”
 
“Oh my god.” Shane had held zero opinions about pet names and endearments for most of his life, but right then, he thought he fucking loved them. “Say it again. In Russian.”
 
“Come here.” Ilya kissed him again, then folded back into the hug. "Moy koala medvezhonok.”
 
Shane hid a smile into Ilya’s shoulder and clung a little bit tighter into the embrace.
 
He could be a koala bear. Ilya’s koala bear, specifically. That was totally fine.  
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes:
 
Oh Goofy in Love Hollanov, how do I love thee? Let me count the ways: 
 
I love love how involved they are with each other in this chapter. Active participating, as our favorite therapist would say. Shane doesn't just show up at the bakery to watch, he's staying for the party. He seeks Ilya out and doesn't shy away from admitting it. Learning to make bread. Ilya not only sitting back and watching Shane at the ice, but getting out there with him. The hard conversations are happening, but not in a way that derails the good moments or sets them back in their progress. Even the tough moments are still steps forward because they are both so so involved in trying. 
 
How open they are with one another, smooches, convos, emotions, all of it. I kept thinking, hmmm this all seems supsiciously OOC for our famously emotionally constipated boys, but no. At least in Montbonne, they have earned and learned and worked for this kind of open honesty, they deserve it and they deserve it with each other, we need to just let them be lover boys!
 
I love a good "updating a physical space as a metaphor for mental health healing" scene. And the lesson Shane learns here is so important-- just because something might not be permanent doesn't mean it's not worth putting effort into/making comfortable in the interim. Fully living in each season of life rather than remaining emotionally detached takes effort and commitment and yeah, just cos maybe the job is short term or the apartment is temporary or the situation is a transition between where we were and where we want to be doesn't mean those things can't be beautiful and comfortable and worth the time to appreciate them. 
 
Thoughts and prayers for their Vow of Celibacy. I loved the blini-night kiss and hug that felt like Ep5 Tampa kiss, but really loved the one where Ilya had to beg for mercy, cos you know. Boy howdy. 
 
Always a sucker for these boys finding each other on the ice. Just flirty flirts enjoying a little race and then a million little smooches when they can't stop smiling and Shane channeling his inner koala bear by being aggressively snuggly and making happy noises?  I love love them FINALLY getting to have these carefree moments together. 
 
Coming Up! Shane spends some time with the girls, it’s Ilya's turn to talk about post Vegas, and Dr. Soule helps Shane realize he’s still holding back from a specifically *quiet* part of their dynamic and he decides to take steps to remedy it. 
 
Thanks for reading, thanks for commenting, thanks for clocking in to Montbonne with me! 







      

  












      Chapter 17: Gravity (pull me in)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: Stepping-up Step Dad Shane is the World's Sexiest Man

Content Warning: So much Pining (and wood HOLLA) it's practically a Forest of Yearning at this point.

Content Warning: Mentions of canon and verse typical post-Vegas mental health and angst, but Shane is there to soothe it with smooches.

I'd give a heads up about the word count but honestly 18k is just average chapter size at this point.

I really really love basically every word of this chapter so I hope ya'll do too. Enjoy!








  March came in like a lion, and lingered Iike a bitch, or whatever that old saying was. 

Some mornings in Montbonne were breezy and brutal and the whole town hunkered down trying not to blow away, but by the time school let out, the kids were walking home with their heavy jackets unzipped and their hats tucked into backpacks to feel the sun on their face. 

Other mornings Montbonne woke up warm, the snow turned to slush and sidewalks, school halls and store floors washed a dreary shade of unfortunate mud, but by nightfall the inevitable shift in the winds dropped the temperature to frigid and the end of day traffic snarled up impassable as the roads froze into thick sheets of ugly ice. 

When Ilya loaded up ten boxes of specialty made, carefully packaged, wildly over-priced cupcakes for a delivery order to that same car dealership in the city, the March morning was damn near balmy. It was warmer than usual for the season, the sun coming up in a beautifully clear sky, and the breeze barely light enough to stir the bare tree branches. Ilya breathed a sigh of relief over not having to navigate the twisty highway through the hills during a wind or snowstorm for the almost two hour drive, then checked the time, climbed in the front seat and sent a text. 

From Lily: Do you want to come along on delivery today? I have to be on the road by nine but I will pick you up if you want. 

From Lily: I have very good roadtrip playlist. We can have a sing-along the whole way there and if you get bored, we can play swapsies with road head. First me and then you can drive and I will do you. 

From Lily: Twice. 

From Jane: Wow. Good morning to you, too. 

From Jane: You are a fucking deviant. 

From Lily: You like it. Come with me on delivery. We can spend whole day together. 

From Jane: I have stuff to do today, sorry. 

From Lily: More important stuff than my best ever roadtrip playlist and swapsies road head?

From Jane: Shockingly enough, even more important than what you consider good music and swapsies road head. Is Alicia bringing the girls to practice or will you be back in time?  

From Lily: I should be back in time. See you at practice. Чмок-чмок

From Jane: Drive safe. *kiss emoji*

From Lily: That’s only one.

From Jane: Whiner.

From Lily: Gimme kiss, Hollander.

From Jane: You can have the other one after practice tonight. 

From Lily: With lots of tongue or no deal.

From Jane: Jfc.

From Jane: Deal. 

It was damn near balmy when Ilya left Montbonne at nine am headed towards the city, but by the time he dropped off the cupcake delivery, collected the sort of ridiculously large check because he had triple charged for the delivery and the pretty girl at the reception still seemed surprised at how good of a deal it was for such pretty cupcakes delivered so far, the weather had taken a towards—- well, March.

“Motherfucker.” Ilya smacked his hand on the steering wheel, then smacked it again and repeated the curse in Russian as he stared out the windshield at snow somehow slanting sideways across the road, the visibility that had dropped to only a few inches in front of the bumper, the blur of bright red brake lights dotting every inch of the visible highway that meant traffic had come to a fucking standstill. “Fuck!”

From Lily: You should have come with me. We could play road head swapsies while highway is shut down because snow storm decided to fuck us all over. 

From Jane: Why are you so fixated on road head? 

From Lily: Because has been three months since I got to suck you. I miss it. 

From Lily: You miss it too, yes?

From Jane: Holy fuck, Ilya. 

From Jane: Yes. 

From Jane: Wait, is the highway really shut down? 

Ilya picked up when Shane called, jamming the car back into park as he answered, “Shanychka, is shut down highway really more interesting than how many days it has been since you came in my throat?” 

“Fuck–” There was a clatter on the other end like Shane had dropped his phone. A muffled curse. Rustling and fuzziness as Shane scrambled to grab it again, and then a hilariously huffy, “You can’t start a phone call like that.” 

“Boring.” he thunked his head back on the seat and groaned. “Yes, the highway is shut down. Is only noon and the snow storm came so fast they are telling people to stay in city, stay at work, the radio says the schools are not even planning to do bus routes. The roads are very bad.”

“Shit. So you’re stuck in the city?” 

“At least until weather calms and is safe to drive.” Ilya confirmed irritably. “Is it bad in Montbonne?” 

“No, it’s fine here. But you definitely won’t make it back for practice, huh?”

“No.” Ilya dragged a hand down his face and sighed. Fuck. “No. But I will call Alicia and see if she will pick up girls from school and take to practice. Or Bekah’s Mama. They live a few streets over from us, and she never minds helping out.” 

“I can get the girls.” Ilya had barely finished talking about Bekah’s Mama before Shane was butting in and very quickly offering. “I’m on the contact list at the school, right? No reason to call Bekah’s Mom. And Alicia’s probably busy at the bakery since you’re gone doing the delivery anyway. I’ll get the twins and we can hang out until practice.”

“You do not have to do that, Shane.” Ilya’s stomach did that same swoopy thing it did every time he thought too long about how much Shane cared about his girls. “I always have back up options.” 

“No, I know you do.” Shane was talking fast, working to get ahead of Ilya’s excuses or reasons or perfectly planned back up options. “I know. But I can be a back up option. Or you know. Just an option, in general. I can get the girls even if it isn’t an emergency. But I can definitely get them today.” 

“Okay.” Swoop. Ilya pressed a hand to his stomach when Shane inhaled sharp like he was relieved Ilya had agreed so quickly. “There are extra boosters in my office at the bakery. They click into the backseat very easy so–” 

“Oh no, that’s okay, I have booster seats for the girls.” 

“You have booster seats for the girls.” Ilya’s heart joined in on the fluttery swoopy emotional chaos, and he was suddenly grateful he was already sitting, otherwise the March breeze would have knocked his stunned self right on his ass. “Really.” 

“Yeah.” That time Shane sounded undeniably proud, “Yeah, I bought some a couple weeks ago. They’re really highly rated and have cup holders and a little thing for snacks and oh! I found one with racing stripes for Mayday and then like– like artistic little swirls and designs for Nadya since she likes to draw? That way they always know which seat is theirs.” 

“Mhmm.” Ilya nodded. Nodded. Rubbed at his eyes and pinched at the bridge of his nose and nodded. “So you bought special booster seats for my girls?” 

“I mean–” 

“I will need to kiss you for this.” Ilya knew his smile was audible through the call, he knew it was. He was smiling far too goofily wide for it to not be audible, the shape of it tugging at his words and tilting his voice. “And I will need to grope you a little too.”

“Really?” Shane was smiling too, widely audible, lilting into his words and softening his tone. “Car safety gear gets you going? That’s weird, but I think I’m into it. Must be the whole hot-for-single-Dad thing."

“Yes, please be into it.” Ilya rubbed at his chin, at his mouth, pressed at his sternum and his stomach then shoved his hand into his hair before he gave in to the urge to grind his heel into his lap where his cock was starting to thicken behind his zipper. He wanted Shane so bad lately— always—  he could hardly stand it, and then Shane went and bought special booster seats for his girls? That felt like permanence and commitment and like Shane wasn’t intimidated or put off or uncertain by the messy complications of Ilya’s life anymore, and that was–

–it was–

Fuck. 

“Okay.” He managed after a minute. “Okay. Bags for practice are already packed, I made sure this morning. Skates and everything. You do not mind getting girls from school and helping them get ready for practice?”  

“No, of course not.” Shane answered easily. “Do you mind if I borrow Alicia’s spare key to get in the house? I’ll make sure she gets it back.” 

“Yes, is fine.” Ilya should have made Shane a key to the house after the whole Mayday arm debacle. They hadn’t had any real conversations at that point, but Shane had shown up, stepped up, been there and Ilya should have said thank you in a hundred different ways but maybe very specifically by giving Shane his own key to the house so there was never any question about whether or not Shane was welcome in Ilya’s space, in Ilya’s home. 

“No, wait.” Ilya changed his mind in a split second. He should have made Shane a key to the house, should have given him a blanket acceptance to yes always be there, no need to ask or check or schedule, but that was something to remedy later. Right then, “Do not take Alicia’s key. The code for the front door security system is 080917, pound symbol.” 

“The code for the front door.” Shane’s voice did something a little odd, maybe curious, almost emotional. “Okay. Let me write it down. Tell me it again?”

“080917.” Ilya repeated. “Pound symbol.” 

“080917. Wait, is that–?” Shane paused. Ilya waited. Shane thought about it, then ventured, “Is that draft year, rookie year, the year the twins were born?” 

“Yes.” Iya changed the code to the house security system at least twice a year, and the most recent one had been in November, right around the time Shane had been super duper interested in the layout and overhead costs and potential rentability of the upstairs bakery apartment while Ilya had only been interested in how comfortable the bed would be.

He usually chose randomly generated numbers to ensure the code wasn’t anything anyone would ever guess, but in November when his days and dreams were full of Shane, Ilya had gotten a little nostalgic and sappy and romantic about it all, so, “Yes. Is draft year, rookie year, the year the girls were born. Most important years of my life, I think.” 

“Right.” Shane’s voice did that oddly curiously emotional thing again before he cleared his throat. “Got it. I’ll text you when I pick the girls up from school, let you know when we’re heading out for practice, all that sort of thing. You keep me posted on the traffic situation and any sort of ETA?” 

“Da. I will keep you posted.” Ilya poked his tongue at the inside of his cheek. “Shane.”

“Yeah Ilya, I’m still here.”

“If I am not home again until after practice, you will stay with Masha and Nadyushka?” He cracked his knuckles against the steering wheel, then shook his hand out to relieve the sting. “You will stay home with them until I get back?” 

“Yeah.” Breathe. Shane breathed like the question and answer and words were weighted. “Yes. I’ll be there with the girls till you get home again.”

“Spasibo, dorogoy.”

“What does that one mean?”

“Spasibo is thank you.” Ilya knew spasibo wasn’t the word Shane was asking about, but it was the only word he could translate without the words audibly hitching or heart getting caught up into his throat or his self control shredding to pieces beneath the quiet knowing in Shane’s voice. “Thank you, dorogoy. Talk soon?” 

“Yeah.” Shane hadn’t been asking what spasibo meant, but he thought maybe he understood what dorogoy meant, or he thought he at least understood the need in Ilya’s voice enough that he didn’t need to push it, didn’t need a real translation. “Talk soon.” 

The car was immediately too quiet after the call disconnected. Ilya sat back in the seat and blew out a deep breath, rubbing absentmindedly at his heart and the pseudo hollow ache that always lingered after too quick a good-bye.

“Could have come with me Shanychka.” He said out loud, sighing through his nose towards the line of traffic waiting to merge onto the blizzarded out highway. “Could have sang along to playlist. Done road head swapsies. Spent all day together holding hands and being fun together but instead I am stuck in fucking snow—!” 

He knocked his knuckles at the window in a rush of frustration and longing and loneliness. “while you are going to be home with my girls. I want to be home with you and my girls.” 

*****

Montbonne

“Coach!” Mariya spotted Shane in the pick up line at the elementary school first, and she bounced up onto her toes in excitement, punching both her fists in the air as she cheered, “Coach! Hi! Hi to Coach!” 

“Hi to Mayday.” Shane put the car in park and hurried around to the sidewalk to collect the twins, smiling quickly at the attending teacher, “Hey, I’m picking up Mariya and Nadya for–” 

“Mr. Rozanov already gave us a call, Coach.” The teacher waved him off. “But you’re on the pick up list anyway, so it’s fine. Let me grab Nadya for you, she’s over there drawing with one of the fifth graders, hold on.” 

“C-C-Coach!” Nadya shoved her sketchbook into her backpack and high-fived the fifth grader who’d been helping her draw, and skipped her way towards the car, braided pigtails bouncing with each little hop and her green eyes sparkling in delight. “Hi! Wh-Wh-What–What–” 

“I wanted to hang out with you guys today, is that okay?” Shane scooped Mariya up into a quick hug, feeling carefully along her little arm to make sure she wasn't still sore after getting her cast removed a few days previous, then opened the car  door and hustled her in across the back seat, “Mayday, the one with the racing stripes is yours, get over there and get buckled.” then swiveled around to get a tightly excited hug from Nadya before gently extricating her arms from around his neck and settling her into the other booster, winking when she shrieked excited over the artistic swirls and loops and designs on the side of her booster. 

“Here we go.” Shane ran back to the driver’s seat, waving apologetically to the parents still in the pick up line behind him. “Okay. Buckle up, girls.” 

“Buckle it up!” Mariya sang loudly, and Shane startled, then startled again when Nadya chimed in, “B-Buckle it up!” and both girls sang-screeched, “Buckle it up, or you’ll dieeeeee!” 

“What the fuck?” 

“Swear j-j-jar Coach!” 

“What the heck.” Shane pulled out into the flow of traffic, checking all his mirrors for any errants students running amuck through the school parking lot, and only once they were out of the lot and onto the main road did he finish, “Was that song? What was that? Buckle it up or you’ll die?” 

“Mama sings it with us.” Mariya informed him, and Nadya added with a near wicked grin, “Daddy h-hates it. He thhhhinks it’s morbing.” 

“Morbid.” Mariya corrected, and Nadya nodded sagely, “Morb-bid.” 

“Yeah, no it’s definitely morbid.” Shane chuckled under his breath thinking about their supermodel beautiful Mama teaching them morbid seatbelt songs and buying them creepy Halloween costumes, much to Ilya’s dismay. “But so long as you remember to buckle up, then it’s okay.” 

“We need a snack.” Mariya decided. “Ice cream.” 

“Ice cream before practice might make you throw up on the ice.” Shane warned as he flipped the turn signal and changed lanes to head towards East End Montbonne. “That’s too much sugar on your tummies. How about peanut butter crackers?” 

“Gross.” Nadya shook her head. “Give mmmme ice cream or g-give me death.”

“Ice cream or death, huh?” Shane smothered a grin at her unexpected sass. “Fine. Ice cream it is. But if you throw up on the ice, I’m not cleaning it up.” 

“Yes you will.” Mariya traced the racing stripes on her seat with a widely pleased smile. “You like us, Coach.” 

“You l-l-like us, Coach!” Nadya repeated and Shane made a show of sighing extra loud before turning into the ice cream parlor parking lot, “I do like you girls.” 

“You like Daddy t-t-too?” Nadya asked innocently and Shane swallowed, “Yeah. I like your Dad too. Is that okay?” 

“I guess.” Mariya shrugged. “He’s stinky though. Watch out.”  

“I will… watch out for that.” Shane parked in front of the ice cream parlor. “Okay. One scoop, then right to the house to get practice gear, right?” 

“Right, Coach!” 

“Let’s go, then.” 

“D-Davay!” Nadya crowed as she undid her seat belt and scrambled from the car with Mariya hot on her heels. 

“Yep.” Shane let them drag him by the hand into the store. “Davay.” 

*****

From Jane: Got girls from school, had a snack, heading to the house.

From Lily: What was snack?

From Jane: Ice cream.

From Lily: They bullied you into ice cream?

From Jane: They asked nicely!

From Lily: And you folded like origami.

From Jane: Shut up.

From Lily: You spoil them. Look up ‘enabling’ in dictionary. Is a picture of your stupid handsome face.

From Jane: SHUT UP!

After ice cream had been acquired and eaten with surprisingly minimal mess, Shane drove over to the house in East End, braced himself through an unsteady breath punching in the code for the front door– draft year, rookie year, the year the girls were born, the most important years of Ilya’s life– then directed the girls inside and up the stairs to switch backpacks and school clothes for hockey bags and warm clothes for practice. 

While Nadya and Mariya were chattering excitedly to each other up the stairs, Shane took a moment to walk slower through the halls and living room, pausing to look at all the pictures on the wall and tacked to the fridge and tucked into every shelf and nook and cranny of the house. 

He hadn’t paid much attention to the pictures when he’d come by for their one solitary attempt at a movie night way almost five months previous, and holy shit– had it really been five months since then? Only five months but then again, what a fucking brutal five months, it felt like he’d lived ten years in up and down twisted emotions since then, Shane could scarcely believe it. 

Anyway. He hadn’t paid much attention to the litany of photos all over the house on movie night, and he’d been too stressed to pay much attention after Mayday was hurt, but while the girls argued about who got to wear which pair of leggings to practice, Shane took the time to slow down and look close and be a little bit nosy. 

There was a corkboard bulletin board just past the entryway with layers of overlapping pictures stuck on with push pins and staples and even tape. It was mish mash of old and recent photos, some where the girls couldn’t have been more than five with baby-round features and tightly coiled hair, others that were clearly from the most recent summer, Nadya in oversized sunglasses and every variation of pool floaties with only the very tips of her toes dipped into a wading pool, Mariya with what might have been face paint but also might have just been mud streaked across her cheeks as she brandished Otto the Snake mid run and mid yell racing towards the same little pool. 

The framed pictures lining the hall were in chronological order, hospital pictures of newborn twins, Svetlana and the girls in matching princess style dresses while giant balloons in the background declared which birthday the twins were celebrating, official team photos as the girls moved through the age divisions, a picture for every major holiday complete with coordinating outfits.

It reminded Shane of his house growing up, the halls and walls lined with pictures of him at every stage of life, snap shots of all the awkward phases and unfortunate hair style choices, stiffly posed family portraits taken against hilariously dated holiday backgrounds at the local store photography studio. It was cozy. Homey. Nostalgic and old fashioned in a way that contrasted wildly with everything high tech and flashy expensive about the top of the line appliances and modern upgrades to the East End house, but still felt… good. 

Shane felt like people didn’t do that sort of thing anymore, people didn’t line their halls with heavy framed pictures or make collages like the one Ilya had in the entryway, not now that phones could hold thousands of photos and everything could be downloaded from the cloud or digital storage. Even Hayden and Jackie with their pack of little ones didn’t have custom made picture frames with enough open slots for each new school picture through graduation the way Ilya did, the Pike kids had probably millions of photos stored between their parents phones but Shane had been to their house a lot and he’d never seen a single photo album laying out on a side table, much less eight full photo albums neatly stacked and labeled by year on the bookshelf in the living room. 

“Holy shit.” Shane plucked the album labeled 2024 and flipped through it slowly, pausing to read the index cards slid into the plastic dividers every few photos detailing out the month, the location, the ages of the girls, the names of anyone extra who showed up in the pictures. The index cards were written in English, but under the neatly written words was what Shane assumed was a direct translation into Russian of the same information. 

“Nadyushka and Masha, first day of 2024-2025 U9 Hockey Season.” he read out loud, and tapped his finger thoughtfully at the cute picture of the girls at the front door of the house, their gear bags slung over their shoulders and faces scrunched into excited grins. 

A couple pictures over was the first group picture of Shane and the team, the one taken before Shane had agreed to stay on for the rest of the season, the one taken before he and Ilya were even really talking. The accompanying index card read ‘Nadyushka and Masha, first official team picture, U9, 24-25 Season. Shane Hollander (my Shane) Coach’

“My Shane.” He didn’t get why there were so many details for all the different pictures, he didn’t understand why most of the information was repeated over and over, the girls names, the year, the division and team. Shane definitely didn’t understand why Ilya had written ‘my Shane’ in parentheses next to his name like he’d been trying to remember or– or maybe scared to forget. 

Shit. 

“Coach!” 

Shane shut the photo album with a snap, shoving it back onto the bookshelf and wiping at his nose, at his eyes, when a jolt of emotion left him foggy. He needed to ask Ilya about all that. He needed to check on– on something. On Ilya. Shit. 

“Here, girls.” He forced a smile for the girls, one that melted truly genuine when he saw them in their mismatched leggings and oversized t-shirts with all their practice gear clutched in their hands. They were such good kids. He was admittedly biased because they were Ilya’s kids, but damn they really were good kids. 

“All ready to– oh no. No wait.” Shane leaned in and frowned. “Wait. We should fix your hair a little bit.” 

“My-my hair is ffffine.” Nadya smoothed her hand over her still tidy braids. “It’s fine.” 

“No, I know, but Mayday.” He sighed when Mariya lifted her chin in an immediate show of stubbornness. Ilya’s kid, definitely. “Kiddo, your hair is insane. I’m pretty sure there’s a Cheeto in it, and I didn’t give you Cheeto’s as a snack, so I don’t know how that happened.” 

“Oh. Um.” Mariya untangled the errant chip from her frizzy hair and squinted at it curiously. “I think… food fight. At snack time.” 

“A food fight at snack–” Shane changed his mind mid sentence and shook his head. “You know what, I’m not even going to ask. Go throw that away and I’ll pull your hair back a little better and then we can go, okay?” 

“Okay!” 

Shane only snapped two hair ties trying to wrangle Mariya’s curls into a relatively tidy pony tail. He didn’t bother trying a braid, but he added a couple additional scrunchies down the length of her ponytail to secure it better away from her face and tugged at it with a modicum of self satisfaction. “Okay. That should work, right?” 

“Y-Y-You’re bad at this.” Nadya told him flatly and Shane sighed, “Yeah well, I’ve never had any practice doing little girls’s hair. Guess I’ll have to try again some other time.” 

“Your h-hair looks ugly.” Nadya told her sister next and Mariya hissed something at her in Russian that had Nadya screeching and covering her own head protectively, so Shane apologized –

“Sorry, Mayday. Good thing is, your helmet will cover it so no one will know, right?” 

“You need more practice.” Mariya scowled at him and Shane sighed again, “Yep. I sure do. Okay. Ready for practice? Let’s go.” 

“Davay!” 

“Yep.” he herded them towards the car, grabbing bags and skates and snacks as he went, juggling it all so he could reset the lock at the front door. “Davay.” 

From Jane: Heading to practice.

From Lily: Are girls being good for you? 

From Jane: They’re great, yeah.

From Jane: *picture message*

The picture was of girls in Shane’s car, each sitting in their brand new, specifically picked out for them booster seats, skate bags on their laps and big smiles on their faces.

Ilya immediately saved it, then hearted it in the message chain.

From Jane: Heads up though, I’m gonna feed them pure sugar before you get back. Have fun dealing with that all night. 

From Lily: Maybe I will stay the night in city and YOU can deal with sugar goblins.

From Jane: You’d stay the night in and the city and forfeit a goodnight kiss?

From Lily: Damn it.

From Lily: No, never. 

Practice was easy. Over the course of the season, Shane had dialed Mighty Loon practice down to a predictable, purposeful and productive forty five minutes of easy to memorize drills, easy to build upon maneuvers and just enough free time to keep the girls smiling so even with the routine altering circumstance that was babysitting Mariya and Nadya, practice went off without a hitch. 

Nobody seemed to notice the twins skipping into the ice rink holding Shane’s hand, and if anyone noticed, no one commented on Ilya’s absence or how the girls were glued to Shane’s side anytime they weren’t working through a drill, holding his hands or climbing into his lap as he sat talking with a couple of the dads after practice. 

No one noticed, no one commented, and it felt very much normal for Shane to load the girls back up into their designated car seats after an easy practice and quick clean up and head right back towards East End. Normal and easy and routine and that was… well that sure was something. 

From Jane: Practice is done, how are things over there? Still a blizzard?

From Lily: Traffic is moving but very slowly. Still a white out close to city. I think maybe a couple of hours to get out of the mess and heading home.

From Jane: Pull over if it gets too bad. It’s getting dark, that makes it dangerous.

From Lily: Yes sir.

From Jane: I’m being serious.

From Lily: Is fine, Shane. I have driven in worse and I want to be home. See you hopefully soon.

From Jane: Just drive safe.

Ilya drove safe. Safe-ish. There were several depressingly stressful miles where traffic didn’t move more than a few inches at a time for hours and ‘driving safe’ only meant not pushing the vehicle out of a crawling idle and not crowding the car in front of him. Once Ilya cleared the congested on and off ramps of the city limits and turned North heading for Montbonne, the traffic dropped away bit by bit until it was only Ilya and a few semi-trucks braving the sideways snow and whirling winds. 

He still drove safe. Safe-ish. Safe enough to have plenty of time to change lanes or swing wide when other cars and trucks skidded onto the shoulder of the road and safe enough that when the back end of the car fishtailed on an icy corner patch, it didn’t take anything more than a steadying hand at the wheel to bring the vehicle back under control.

Ilya drove safe enough to make it up into the hills with minimal stress, and once the blizzard blew itself out and tapered off into a light snow fall, Ilya pushed the edge of safe enough to up his speed through the winding roads and creeping nightfall to hurry towards Montbonne and Shane and the twins at home.

From Lily: 45 mins out.

From Jane: STOP FUCKING TEXTING AND DRIVING IT’S NOT SAFE. 

From Jane: Can’t wait to see you. 

It was well past dark when Ilya pulled into the driveway at the house in East End. He turned the car off and gave himself a minute to breathe relieved at being out of the weird weather and back home in one piece, then gave himself another minute to enjoy how welcoming the house looked with the windows all lit and the porch light on.

Ilya could almost imagine what it looked like inside, with the girls giggling their way through their usual nighttime chaos and Shane trying to manage it all. Maybe the kitchen would still smell like dinner, maybe they were watching a movie, it was almost eight o’clock so maybe Shane had sent the girls upstairs to get in pajamas and they were reading their nighttime books all cuddled up on the couch together…  

…Goddamn his fantasies about Shane were tame these days. 

“Girls!” Ilya opened the front door and called for the girls first, then, “Shanychka? I’m home!” 

“Daddy!” 

“D-Daddy! Hi hi hi!” 

The twins came scrambling out of the living room and bee-lining down the hall, slipping and sliding in their thick socks as they raced to give him hello hugs. They were already in jammies for the night and Nadya’s hair was still fairly neat, but Mariya’s hair looked like Shane had lost several battles with several different hair ties. Ilya chuckled as he caught the girls in a hug because he fully remembered the frustrating days of learning how to deal with the girls’s hair by himself, and he would have loved to see Shane’s pinched, pissy expression over the not-adequate elasticity of certain hair ties. 

“Hi, my angel.” He kissed Nadya’s forehead first, then dropped a kiss on Mariya’s forehead too. “Masha, my baby. Did you have a good day with Coach?” 

“Yes! School was fun, we had art class and I was bad at it, but Nadya was very good. And Coach picked us up! We have new seats in his car! We got ice cream and went to practice!” Mariya proudly filled their Daddy in on the day’s activities while Nadya snuggled into his side, content to let her louder sister do all the talking. “And Coach made us dinner!” 

“Dinner too? Wow.” Ilya whistled as if impressed. “What did you have for dinner?” 

“Noodles!” Mariya answered excitedly. “Plain ones like I like!” 

“Mine were gr-green.” Nadya announced. “With cheese. It was–was— fancy.” 

“It wasn’t that fancy.” Shane spoke up from where he was standing in the living room doorway, his arms folded and head tilted against the wooden trim, a small smile lifting the corner of his mouth. “Pesto with shredded parmesan for Nadya, butter noodles for Mayday.” 

“Coach ate butter noodles too.” Mariya told him, but Nadya huffed, “He t-tried mine too! He ate mmmmine too!” 

“We are not fighting over which food I liked better.” Shane told them in a tone that proved he’d already been through that particular conversation several times since dinner time. “People like different foods, remember? It doesn’t mean one is better than anything else, it’s just different.” 

“And weird.” Mariya wrinkled her nose. “Green noodles are weird.” 

“Th-they looked weird.” Nadya confirmed. “But yummy!” 

“That is only thing that matters then.” Ilya ran his hands up and down their little arms, squeezing lightly at their hands. “So. Good day? It was fun to spend time with–” 

“Oh!” Nadya grabbed onto Ilya’s fingers in excitement. “D—Daddy. Daddy. Do you knnnow the m-muffin man?”

“The muffin man, Nadyushka?” Ilya’s head snapped up, his blue eyes narrowed in immediate distrust towards Shane’s suddenly suspiciously innocent expression. “Why would you ask me this thing?” 

“T-tell me.” she tugged at his fingers again. “Do you knnnnow the muffin man!” 

“I know the muffin man!” Mariya clapped her hands together gleefully. “He lives on Droopy Lane!” 

Shane cleared his throat and shifted his weight, scrubbed a hand over his mouth and bit into the inside of his cheek working hard to keep a straight face when Ilya kept glaring at him. 

“Daddy. D-Daddy.” Nadya grabbed Ilya’s face in both her little hands and told him very seriously. “Sh-she’s married to the m-m-muffin man.” 

“The muffin man, Nadya?” Shane tried to ask very casually over a half strangled burble of laughter, and Mariya threw her arms out spinning round in a circle as she shrieked, “THE MUFFIN MAN!” 

“She’s married to the muffin man, hm?” Ilya straightened up and leveled Shane with a look. “Why are my girls suddenly quoting muffin man things from movies they are not allowed to watch, Coach Hollander?” 

“I have no idea.” Shane shrugged. “Weird, right?” 

“I hate you.” Ilya informed him, but Shane just shrugged again, his dark eyes lit with laughter, “No, you don’t.” 

No, Ilya didn’t hate him. He actually very much wanted to kiss him, so he snapped his fingers at the twins and ordered, “No more muffin man questions. Go upstairs to brush teeth and pick out nighttime books.” 

“Goodnight girls.” Shane called as they headed for the stairs, and both girls stopped right in their tracks and hurried back down to hug him, squeezing tight until Shane oof!ed theatrically and squeezed them right back. “Thanks for hanging out all day with me.” 

“Thank you for pasta, Coach!” Mariya peeled away first, but Nadya stayed long enough to dimple a sweet smile up at him, “B-bye to Coach.” before racing after her sister and trying to beat Mariya to the bathroom.

“Bye, sweetheart.” The twins smacked their hands over their mouths in a clumsy approximation of two kisses for their Coach, then scrambled up the stairs on all fours, hands and feet slapping loud against the steps and voices pitched high as they argued over who got to brush their teeth first and who go to pick out the nighttime book to read, and Shane grinned wide about it at first, but his smile tempered small and anticipatory as Ilya finally crossed the room to reach him. “Hi.” 

“Hi.” Ilya bumped his knuckles at Shane’s cheek, swept his fingertips along Shane’s freckles, and crooned something low and appreciative when he didn’t have time to even touch Shane’s chin before Shane was leaning in and pursing his lips ready for a kiss. Ilya moved his hands to cup Shane’s face and bring their mouths together, then slid his fingers into Shane’s hair to cradle the back of his head as Shane’s hands settled at his biceps. 

“Hi.” Shane said again, licking his lips as they parted. “Shitty drive, huh?” 

“Was not so bad.” The drive and journey and bullshit late season snow storm didn’t seem very bad at all now that Ilya was home and Shane’s dark eyes were warm with affection, his pink lips still parted like he wanted more. 

“I am glad to be home, though.” Ilya gave him more, sifting through Shane’s silky hair and coaxing him in for another slow kiss. “Thank you for helping with girls.” he nipped a kiss to the tip of Shane’s nose. “For ice cream and taking to practice and thank you for pasta.”

“Yeah.” Shane chased the kiss, following a there and gone touch at his cheek to find Ilya’s mouth again. “The girls are so fun, I love spending time with them.”

“They love being with you, too.” Ilya fit closer against him, spreading his hand at the dip of Shane’s waist and the line of his hip to press him back into the wall, budging in until their feet tangled and knees knocked, “I think you are their favorite person.” 

“After you and Svetlana?” Shane turned into the slide of Ilya’s lips at his cheek, making a teasingly frustrated noise when Ilya dodged a real kiss to flick his tongue at his ear and murmur, “Mmm no, I think you are their favorite favorite. Maybe more than anyone else.”

He set his lips to the hinge of Shane’s jaw, humming into the thrum of Shane’s pulse through the delicate skin. “No matter Sveta birthed them and I have changed thousands of diapers, know all the words to their favorite songs, do stuffie rescues and buy them everything. No, Coach is their favorite because he is handsome and gives them pasta.” 

“Is that why I’m your favorite?” Shane turned his head offering more and shuddered when Ilya took it, mouthing lazy kisses and leaving kitten licks up and down the length of his throat. “Because I’m handsome and give you pasta?” 

“Well right now, I hate you for muffin man song.” Ilya dug his teeth in teasing when he felt the vibration of laughter through Shane’s body. “But if you let me have your long pasta noodle, I might change my mind.” 

“My long pasta– Ilya!” Shane shouted with laughter and tried to shove him away, but Ilya planted his feet and shook his head and surged forward to seal their mouths together, palming over Shane’s ass and licking the laughter right off his tongue, spanning his other hand at Shane’s neck until Shane sagged under the weight and moaned into an open mouthed, filthy kiss.

“Fuck.” Shane gulped when Ilya pulled away enough to let him breath. “Fuck. What– what–?” 

“You bought car seats.” Ilya rested their foreheads together, kneading at Shane’s ass and mumbling the words into another half dozen kisses on Shane’s slack lips. “Special ones for my girls? I told you I would have to kiss you for it. Grope you a little too. Is a promise I thought about keeping all day.” 

“Holy shit.” Shane dragged him back in for another kiss, his hands digging into Ilya’s thick arms before sliding up to hold at his shoulders, up again to loop around his neck and plaster himself into Ilya’s chest. “I thought about it all day too.” 

“Come here then.” Ilya kissed him kissed him kissed him until Shane staggered and almost fell overwhelmed, and then Ilya caught him between the wall and his body, shoving his leg between Shane’s knees and rocking forward against the hard jut of his cock. He spanned his hand at Shane’s throat and stroked obsessively over his pulse, grinding forward and sucking at Shane’s tongue and rutting between his legs until Shane tugged at his hair hard and wrenched away from his mouth to curse, “Fuck, Ilya, I need—” 

“I know.” Ilya practically growled. “I know Shanychka, me too.” 

“Fuck.” Shane whined high pitched and needy into another messy kiss, canting his hips and rutting against the width of Ilya’s leg for a desperate few seconds before he yanked away again, shaking his head and gasping, “Okay. Okay okay. Wow. We gotta– we have to– wow.” 

“Yes.” Ilya hised out from behind clenched teeth when Shane couldn’t help another needy push against him. “Same. Wow.” 

“We should um–” Shane hid his face in Ilya’s shoulder and Ilya shook through a harsh sigh, turning his head to close his eyes into Shane’s hair so they both had time to breathe. “We should– Fuck. I should probably– it’s a long drive out to the cabin, so–” 

“Shane.” Ilya gathered him in closer and they both groaned in tandem when their bodies lined up slotting together hard until Ilya shifted and realigned so they were hugging properly instead of half grinding against each other. “Shane. Shut up a minute, okay?” 

He couldn’t handle Shane trying to make excuses to leave right then. Couldn’t stomach the reminder that they were trying to wait. It had been a long day, a stressful day, a lonely day trapped in the car for too many hours while his brain swirled round with all the what if’s and maybes and hopeful things related to Shane and Shane with the girls and Shane being comfy cozy comfortable at home. 

Right then, Ilya could only, “Shanychka.” and fold in around him for a too tight, too sweaty hug, gritting his teeth so he wouldn’t groan feeling Shane’s cock flex into his hip and definitely not risking adjusting himself for any sort of relief. Ilya could only, “Pozhaluysta, moy lyubimyy.” and sink into Shane’s frame for a long embrace. 

“Y-yeah.” Shane wrapped his arms around Ilya and cuddled him close, closing his eyes and nosing at Ilya’s collar before sighing and settling into him. “Yeah, okay. This is good.” 

By the time the noise from the upstairs bathroom had ceased as the girls finished washing up for the night, the moment had cooled, the hug less restricting so they wouldn’t grind and rock against one another and more content as Ilya massaged at the small of Shane’s back and Shane stroked soothing circles at the base of Ilya’s neck, up into his hair, over to his ear and back again.

Shane almost asked to stay the night. It had been a long day, he was exhausted, it was dark outside, it would be so easy to borrow another pair of pajamas and pass out on the couch or in the guest bedroom. He wouldn’t ask or hint or tempt to sleep in Ilya’s room and Ilya’s bed, but he almost asked to stay the night. 

…Ilya almost begged Shane to stay the night. It had been such a long fucking day, Ilya was physically worn out and emotionally shaky over the whole situation, it was dark as hell outside and the cabin was a twenty almost thirty minute drive away, it would be so easy to suggest Shane lay claim to another pair of pajamas and let Ilya tuck him into the couch or into the guest bedroom. He wouldn’t try to convince Shane to sleep in his room, but he almost begged Shane to stay the night anyway. 

Shane swallowed hard and took a deep breath. Ilya dug his fingers a little deeper into the dimples low on Shane’s back and wet his lips. 

But before either could speak up and ask or suggest anything–

“Oh no!” faintly, from way up at the top of the stairs Mariya gasped dramatically and let out a plaintive wail, “Not my gum drop buttons!” 

The tentative heat of the moment was broken in spectacular fashion when Shane immediately cracked up laughing and Ilya grumbled through an annoyed, “Damn you for showing them that movie, Shane!” 

“I’m sorry!” Shane’s entire body was shaking trying to muffle his laughter and Ilya huffed at him, “No you’re not.” 

“No.” Shane dragged him in for one last kiss. “I’m really fucking not.” 

*****

Monday

“Ilya?” Shane let himself into the bakery right before lunchtime on Monday. He parked in the delivery alley next to Ilya’s car and slipped through the unlocked back hallway door and called for Ilya as he hung up his coat and ditched his hat. “Ilya? It’s me. You in here?” 

There was no answer from Ilya and Shane frowned, checked his phone and the text Ilya hadn’t answered an hour ago, then made his way down the hall and to the bake area where Ilya usually spent Monday afternoons doing prep work for the coming week. 

“Ilya?” the bake area was empty, the tables wiped clean and ingredients all put away, the huge oven cold and the floor mounted mixers silent. “Uh… hello?” 

Shit. Shane shoved his hands in his pockets and frowned again, chewing at the inside of his cheek as he turned in a slow circle, craning his neck trying to see any evidence that Ilya was at the bakery and checking down the hall to see if any of the office doors were open or lights were on. Ilya’s  car was outside and the door was unlocked, so maybe he’d stepped out for an errands at one of the city buildings on the block? Or walked to the specialty ingredient store across the street for something…?

Fuck. Shane didn’t know. But he sure felt stupid for driving all the way into town unannounced and showing up at the bakery uninvited hoping to surprise Ilya and maybe– maybe romance Ilya a little bit by way of spontaneity and privacy and the chance to spend a quiet few hours together in that innocently flirty way where Ilya wore tight shirts and flexed far too much as he did the prep work and Shane sat in his spot with a drink and a sweet treat and ogled him. 

It had been a month, now. A little bit more than a month actually, since they’d skated together at the rink and talked through Vegas and everything they were each scared of and decided to go slow and do it all the right way and work at it. 

A month and a little bit more than a month, and really that wasn’t much time at all, but then again, it was so much time that Shane thought he’d vibrate right out of his skin needing their admittedly less than chaste goodbye kisses to cross the line into definitely un-chaste and he thought after a month and a little bit more than a month, maybe it was time he and Ilya had a conversation about it. 

He’d settle for a couple hours of leering at Ilya in a tightly cinched apron and snacking on whatever yummy thing Ilya was always happy to make him though. 

Whatever. Shane just wanted to see him, so he’d come into town unannounced and showed up uninvited and Ilya was somehow nowhere to be found, so Shane didn’t know what to–

Voices. First Ilya and then a burst of fuzzy speech like someone was shouting over speaker phone. The noise came from the direction of Ilya’s office and Shane went back to the hall to check again. The doors were all closed, the windows all dark, but another burst of noise proved that Ilya was in his office, obviously on the phone with someone who sounded really pissed off. 

Who the hell could possibly be on the other end of a phone call so stressful that Ilya had decided to take it in an empty bakery, a dark office, with the door closed? 

“Ilya.” Shane tapped his fingers lightly lightly at the office door, then tested the knob and turned it slowly, pushing the door open and peeking around it cautiously, squinting in the barely there light from the hall to see inside. “Um. Ilya?” 

Ilya was slumped face down at his desk in the dark, his phone next to him with a call timer that was already up over an hour long and somebody speaking in angry, rapid fire Russian on the other end of the line. He jerked up when the door creaked open and Shane put an apologetic hand up right away, shaking his hand and whispering, “Sorry, sorry.” as he started to leave again. 

“Shane?” Ilya hit mute on the call and switched on the lamp at his desk, wincing when the light flooded the room but already holding out his hand for Shane, motioning him in. “Shanychka. What are you doing here?” 

“I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Shane shuffled quickly into the office, leaving the door cracked as he made his way around the desk, his voice hushed as he glanced at the phone screen then bent to leave a quick kiss on Ilya’s mouth. “I shouldn’t have come when you didn’t text me back but–” 

“I did not see text, sorry.” Ilya wound their fingers together and kissed the back of Shane’s hand apologetically. “I am happy to see you though.” 

“You’re busy.” Shane ventured, and Ilya shook his head, “Is my brother, Alexei. Stupid stuff about my Papa’s estate and the trust for my niece, he is ah–” 

Alexei’s tone pitched loud and Ilya grimaced, took the phone off mute and barked, “Yes, Alexei. I know. Yes. I am listening!” then muted the call again and dropped Shane’s hand so he could rub at his eyes.

“Sorry.” he muttered tiredly. “Is ah– this is only–”

Shane should have left. Family stuff was private stuff and Ilya was obviously distressed about it. The call timer was at over an hour and there was no way for Shane to know how much longer it would go on. Ilya muting the call to talk with him instead of paying attention to whatever his brother needed was probably only going to make things worse in the long run and yes, Shane should have kissed Ilya good-bye and let himself back out of the bakery and left so Ilya could deal with whatever was going on and then call him and check in later. 

But Ilya kept rubbing his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose, squeezing the back of his neck like a migraine was pounding at his temples and his whole body was sore. He took the call off mute and Alexei’s angry voice filled the small office abrasive and rankling and loudly uglier than anything Shane had ever heard in the usually peaceful bakery. It wasn’t Shane’s business, but Ilya winced over something Alexei spat into the phone call and well–

Well. 

“Hey.” Shane stepped up behind Ilya and pushed his hand away so he could massage at the back of Ilya’s neck, digging his fingers into the knotted muscles and setting his other hand at Ilya’s shoulders, pushing them down away from Ilya’s ears to try and relieve some of the pressure and stiffness and set deep soreness that came with the hunched over position. 

Ilya froze for a second at the unexpected touch, then breathed out deep and shaky and collapsed forward onto the desk, his arms folded and face buried as Alexei kept ranting and raving and rambling about whatever.

Shane didn’t understand Russian and frankly, he didn’t give a shit what Alexei was mad about, he just didn’t like seeing Ilya so stressed out so Alexei shouting was whatever. Shane tuned it out and focused on Ilya instead. 

“Please don’t stop.” Ilya mumbled barely audible and Shane bent far over to lay a kiss at the top whorl of Ilya’s ear and promise, “Yeah. Yeah, I’m here.” 

Alexei kept talking, Ilya lifted his head again so he could interject and object and argue, and Shane didn’t understand any of it so he kept working at Ilya’s neck, massaging and kneading and clicking his tongue quietly sympathetic when Ilya cringed away from sore spots. He moved to Ilya’s shoulders with both hands, strong pressure and careful manipulation until the rigid line of tension eased and Ilya could roll his shoulders without grimacing. 

Ilya’s voice cracked in a bout of frustration and Shane leaned in to kiss the back of his neck, then slid his mouth over the moles and beauty marks he could reach above the collar of Ilya’s shirt. Ilya shivered when Shane’s breath fanned over his skin, and Shane left another kiss at the soft spot behind his ear, nuzzling at the hinge of his jaw. He smoothed his hands down the bulk of Ilya’s arms testing the muscles in his forearms and Ilya muted the call again and tipped his head back against Shane’s chest, “Shanychka…” 

Unmute. Ilya rejoined the conversation. Shane scraped his fingernails lightly at the back of Ilya’s neck then pushed his hands into Ilya’s hair, scratching and scraping at his scalp, tugging and twisting at the loose curls until a shudder ran through Ilya’s broad frame and he sagged a little more pliant into his chair. Another kiss at the mole on Ilya’s cheek and that time Ilya chased it, following the heat of Shane’s mouth and pushing his head back into the stable hold of Shane’s hands and closing his eyes, lips parting over a grateful sigh when Shane curled in closer around him in as best a hug as they could manage with Ilya still sitting. 

Finally finally the conversation ended, the call disconnected with Alexei snapping something that sounded vulgar and Ilya replying back with harsh, clipped words and bitten off syllables that felt like some sort of ultimatum to Shane’s non-Russian speaking self, and Ilya shoved the phone away and dragged both hands over his face with a ragged, worn out groan. 

“Is everything,” Shane tugged lightly at Ilya’s hair. “Is everything okay? I mean, it didn’t sound okay, but is it something serious, or…?” 

“No, it is not um– not anything uh–" Ilya’s chest was so tight, it was hard to breathe, his heart racing and skin itchy constricting and there was a rushing noise in his ears, a headache hammering behind his eyes. It had been a long time since the last time he’d fallen into a panic attack after dealing with what was left of his family situation in Russia, but Alexei had been in rare form, angry and drunk and belligerently cruel with his words and it had been all Ilya could do to sit in the dark office and listen to it, it had taken almost everything out of him to engage with the volatile discussion. 

“Fuck.” Ilya dug his fists into his eyes until sparks burst behind his lids and the pain sufficiently distracted from the dread clogging heavy into his throat. “It’s um–” 

“You wanna go lay down upstairs?” Shane interrupted to ask. “You look like you have a headache and you look really stressed out and a nap would probably help with both those things."

“I do not want to miss time with you.” Ilya forced himself to sit up, dropping his head back against Shane’s chest again and reaching up to hold Shane’s wrist, pulling one of Shane’s hands out from his hair and down over his heart so he could cover it with his own. “So no. I need a few minutes to have a drink and take something for headache, then I will–” 

“Remember that whole thing about how we have plenty of time now?” Shane cut in again, his tone gentle, but the tap of fingers over Ilya’s chest purposeful. “Don’t worry about missing time with me. It's fine. I'm here.” 

“Okay, but I have other things to do today, too.” Ilya tried to deflect again. “I need to do some ordering for the month and check inventory, we will start getting busier with spring sports fundraising. I want to see you, but I need an hour to do some work and then–” 

“The work will wait. Come on.” Dr. Soule always told Shane to be kind to himself on the hard days, and even though Shane had admittedly never once taken her advice for himself, he decided Ilya definitely needed to take the advice. “Upstairs. Lay down for a little bit. I’ll stay with you.” 

“You will?” Ilya tilted his head back further, looking up at Shane with his blue eyes gone soft. Gone vulnerable. “You will lay with me a while?” 

“Yeah.” he traced his fingers down the line of Ilya’s nose and tapped at his lips once, twice. “Come on.” 

Shane had to pause a second after opening the door at the end of the hall and starting up the stairs leading to the above bakery apartment. He let Ilya go up first, but he had to pause a second and breathe with his hand on the railing and his foot on the first step as a wash of memories left him a little bit unsteady. 

December. It had been December the last time Shane had followed Ilya up the stairs for a Monday date in the little apartment. December when they’d been all over each other all the time, but Shane had been spiraling trying to stay present, trying to stay involved and trying not to be overwhelmed because he’d been trying to follow Dr. Soule’s advice to the letter, establishing permanence and setting boundaries and actively participating in his life instead of just coasting through his days letting it all happen to him. 

December and Shane had really honestly been trying, but all his efforts had only ever left him drowning and now he knew why. Now Shane knew that he’d been adapting the advice the wrong way, that the relationship wasn’t as black and white and cut and dried as he tried to pretend, that he hadn’t been anywhere near ready to try anything real with Ilya and nowhere near being honest with himself enough to even understand what real with Ilya would look like.

December had been awful, and now Shane understood why in that bruising, brilliant way that hindsight always worked, so he stood at the bottom of the steps with his hand on the railing and told himself to breathe. Reminded himself that it wasn’t December and he was better, they were better, things were better. He tilted his head listening to Ilya unlock the door to the apartment and smiled a little when a familiar rush of anticipation over sharing a bed with Ilya was followed by a wash of contentment at just being able to spend time with Ilya, then headed up the stairs to join him. 

Ilya was already stretched out face down on the bed in the apartment when he heard Shane close and lock the door and walk quietly across the creaky floorboards to get to the bedroom. For a minute or two, Ilya had wondered–worried–that Shane would take the opportunity to duck out and disappear and he hid a sigh of relief into the pillow when the bed dipped beneath Shane’s weight and a warm hand settled between his shoulders a half second before Shane nudged in to kiss his cheek. 

“Mm.” Ilya had ditched his long sleeve so he was in his undershirt, and Shane’s palm was so comforting through the thin material he couldn’t resist lifting up into it a little bit, silently begging Shane to scoot closer and touch him more. “Sorry to be shitty when you come over.” 

“No, it’s okay.” Shane grabbed the remote for the TV on the dresser and adjusted the pillows at the headboard so he could lay back comfortable against them, then tugged at Ilya’s arm coaxingly. “I’m gonna hang out and watch TV, you can sleep until your headache is gone, but come here and sleep here. Come on.” 

Ilya moved on the bed when Shane tugged at him again, shifting over so he was laying between Shane’s legs, shifting up so he could wrap both arms at Shane’s waist and pillow his head on his stomach.

Fuck it felt good. Shane was solid beneath him and warm around him, his stomach soft enough for Ilya to cuddle right in to, his hands strong and soothing at Ilya’s back, it felt so good to be so thoroughly held. Ilya turned his face into the creases of Shane’s tummy and inhaled the smell of laundry detergent and lotion and Shane into his lungs until his chest ached trying to hold it all in, then exhaled all in a rush and went limp against him. 

“Better?” Shane checked in. Ilya made a noise that was practically a purr and Shane laughed quietly, bent his knees so Ilya was tucked tighter between his legs and squashed into place between his thighs, and decided, “Yeah. This is better.” 

“Mmmthankyoudorogoy…” 

Shane didn’t usually watch much TV, but the apartment had wifi and Netflix so Shane clicked onto Ilya’s profile and chose a random show out of the suggested list as background noise while they lay together. Ilya fell asleep quick, one minute nuzzling into Shane’s stomach as they cuddled, and the next minute breathing deep almost snoring, his entire body sleep heavy, his face slack and lips parted over each slow inhale and exhale. Shane zoned out to the formulaic sitcom style show and lay against the pillows wholly comfortable with Ilya in his lap, rubbing slow circles and gentle, mindless patterns on Ilya’s shoulders and back. 

It wasn’t leering at Ilya in his inexplicably sexy baker’s outfit while eating something yummy, it wasn’t trading a hundred little kisses while pretending they were still honoring the rule of only good-bye kisses, and it certainly wasn’t a conversation about abandoning the whole 'going slow' idea, but the quiet and trust and intimacy felt real. Felt like what real couples with real established relationships did. Felt like the sort of small moments and niche circumstances that rom-coms and love stories didn’t show on screen because sex sold more movie tickets than hours of fully clothed silence, but like the sort of thing Shane had observed his parents doing his entire life. 

Quiet moments on the couch in the study. Holding hands and drinking coffee in the morning. Road trips where they didn’t speak for hours but every once in a while David would smile over at his wife like she was the most beautiful person in the world and Yuna would smile back like she was the lucky one. That's what it felt like.

There was probably a word for it. Somewhere out there, someone with a better grasp than Shane had of poetry and love languages or whatever could probably describe exactly their situation with exactly the right words. But right then in the above bakery apartment with Ilya sleep heavy and warm and trusting on him, Shane thought it was nice and it was fine and it was real. 

And that was enough. 

That was enough. 

*****

“So. You have a lot of photo albums.” 

Later, almost two hours later, after Ilya had stirred awake and nosed under Shane’s shirt to leave a couple sweet kisses at his stomach, after Ilya had groaned through lifting out of Shane’s arms and lap and went to use the bathroom, after Ilya had come back to bed and crawled up between Shane’s legs to kiss him grateful and adoring and emotional before settling back between Shane’s legs with his back tucked to Shane’s chest and a blanket pulled over their legs—

Later, Shane hooked his fingers through Ilya’s necklace, kissed the top of Ilya’s head when Ilya reached to hold his wrist and hold him right there, and stated half curiously, half cautiously. “I didn’t know people still kept photo albums anymore. But you do. A lot of them.”

“Mmhmm.” Ilya rested his other hand at Shane’s leg, tracing the long scars trailing towards Shane’s foot. “I do.” 

“And they’re like.” Shane chose his words carefully. “Super organized. With all the index cards? Dated and with descriptions and names of everyone.” 

“Shane.” Ilya looked away from not really watching the TV and tilted his head up to find Shane’s eyes, waggling his brows and teasing, “Are you coming on to me right now? Flirting because you are horny for photo albums like you are horny for sprinkle cupboard?” 

“Shut up, that’s weird.” Shane flicked him in the ear, then tugged at an errant curl lightly. “Just uh. Why? Why do you have so many photo albums. And why are they,” Shane thought he knew why, but he asked anyway, just to be sure. “Why are they so organized?” 

“So I do not forget.” Ilya turned back towards the TV, tightening his hold at Shane’s wrist so Shane would keep holding onto his necklace, and wrapping his hand at Shane’s calf, his fingers set at the thickest of one of the scars. “I told you–” 

He stopped. Swallowed. Closed his eyes and breathed easier when Shane bracketed him in closer with his knees to hold him tighter. 

“I told you my Papa forgot himself.” Ilya squeezed Shane’s leg grateful for the reassurance. “He forgot my Mama, his new wife, he forgot me. I do not want to do that. I am fucking terrified to do that. My doctor suggested I keep photos as self test, as recall practice so I can trust I am not losing myself. Sveta helped me put together albums when girls were very small, helped me write all the cards. I pick a page and cover the card and make myself remember all of it. Girls names and birthdays and where we were, what we did, who else was there.” 

Breathe. “I only have some of my Mama. Only a few of my Papa and me and Alexei as kids, that album stays in my room. I did not keep photos from hockey career, so Sveta tracked down some for me when we came back to the States and put it into album. I keep a reminder on my phone every month to do photo print and add to books.” 

“Oh.” That was exactly what Shane had thought. Exactly what he’d been afraid of. Exactly why his heart had cracked grieving for Ilya and that miserable, damning ‘maybe’ of Grigori Rozanov’s dementia and Irina Rozanova’s depression. 

“You um.” he held onto Ilya’s necklace a little tighter. Held onto Ilya a little tighter with his legs pressed to Ilya’s sides and his other arm wrapped around Ilya’s chest. “You have one of me and the Loons in the new album.” 

“And you and the girls at Maslenitsa, yes.” Ilya rubbed his thumb along the delicate bones of Shane’s wrist. “February pictures are printed but not in book yet. There are more of you and the girls I will add.” 

Quieter, his deep voice roughening with regret, “I only have one of us. You and me. It is draft day. Sveta found it for me and put it into the hockey album. It is the only picture of you that was safe to have in Russia, safe to keep as my own. Draft day is part of my hockey story, you being second pick is part of the story so no one would be suspicious to see a picture of you there. It was the only one I had for a very long time. Until the picture with the Loons.” 

“What about the pictures from the award presentation?” So much had gone wrong in Vegas, Shane never thought much about the scripted selfie joke Ilya had made or the awkwardly posed photos he had snapped on his phone, but suddenly he really really needed to know, “You took a bunch of pictures up on stage, what happened to those? You didn’t keep them?” 

“…I deleted them.” Very softly. “When I deleted texts. I tried to erase you. It was over, I left you and you hated me and I did not want the only picture of us to be me fake smiling and you angry at me. I did not want to keep it and stare at it and only remember how made you were and how sad I was. How much it hurt to lie to you.” 

“But then.” Ilya’s laugh was bitter and pained and brimming with self loathing. “Then you texted me angry and I saved all of those anyway. Saved them and read them over and over. So maybe I should have saved picture after all, hm?” 

“Fuck.” Shane sniffed, wiping at his nose. “Fuck, Ilya. That’s–” 

“Yes.” Ilya whispered. “It is.” 

“Okay.” Shane sniffed one more time, then set his hand back at Ilya’s side, holding him tight again. “Okay okay. Will you tell me about after Vegas?” 

“After Vegas.” Ilya’s mind flashed back to the previous week when he’d asked Shane the same thing. “What do you--"

They’d had the distance and disconnect of text messages when Shane had talked about after Vegas, a buffer between the raw emotion and tender feelings, but there in the apartment cuddled up on the bed, there was no distance and no disconnect and no buffer and the question felt heavy. 

“What,” he tried again, wetting his lips. “Do you want to know?” 

“All of it.” Shane curled closer, consciously purposefully eliminating even the breathing room between them because he was half buzzy on the quiet intimacy of the day and didn’t want anything to interfere with the impending round of honesty. “Tell me all of it. But.” 

Closer. No distance. No buffer, no disconnect, no interference. Shane turned his nose into Ilya’s hair and asked him, “Start at Sochi?” 

“Sochi.”

Fuck.

"Okay." Ilya nodded. “Okay. My Papa– he was already part way gone by Sochi.” 

Grigori had been more than part way gone by Sochi. Ilya had caught the slip ups, the lapses, the blank spaces for a couple years before then, but the difference between Grigori when Ilya had been home for the summer of 2013 and Grigori when Ilya stepped onto the ice as Captain of the Olympic team had been devastating. His father was only a shadow of himself, forever angry but too often stumbling, always callous with his words but newly stammering, stuttering, forgetting himself mid sentence and unable to find his way back. 

“I tried to pay Alexei to keep a better eye on him.” Alexei had been fucking useless the entire time. Ilya had wired money to his brother’s accounts for the better part of a year to compensate Alexei for taking time off work to care for their father, to drive Grigori to appointments and ensure Polina wasn’t emptying the bank and to make sure Grigori’s ultra important public image was more or less maintained even as the man behind the facade started to crumble. Alexei had done nothing, had communicated nothing, and Ilya had been ill prepared to arrive in Sochi and find his father halfway to lost. 

“I hated him, I think.” the confession was ragged, Ilya’s breath audibly catching as he tried to get the words out. “I hated him for what he’d done to Mama, what he’d done to our family. Then I heard him call Polina by Mama’s name, listened to him ask Alexei over and over who his granddaughter was, he did not remember her or Mama dying or himself most days and I hated him because I knew I had to go home and take care of him. I had to.” 

Ilya had been too young to do anything beyond help pick out what clothes to bury his Mama in. He’d been determined not to fail his Papa the same way, and that meant giving up his entire life to go back home to Russia. Polina had fought him on everything, contested Ilya taking control of the accounts, the estate, and Grigori’s healthcare. Alexei had challenged every decision until Ilya had first reminded his older brother that he knew all of Alexei’s sins and infidelities, and then threw enough money around to get an attorney mean enough to shut them both up so he could give Grigori the mercy of a dignified recline. 

“Alexei and Polina were angry when Sveta fell pregnant.” Ilya grimaced over it, rubbing at his eyes. Polina had screamed and screeched about losing her part of Grigori’s estate because Sveta was trying to edge her out as the family matriarch, Alexei had hollered and harassed because his daughter had been the only grandchild and sure to inherit Grigori’s fortune, but now it would have be shared with the twins and he was sure, he was sure it was all some sort of scheme by Sveta to babytrap her way into the Rozanov family fortunes. 

“Sveta helped so much with everything.” he shook his head in remembered exhaustion. He had been so worn out taking care of Grigori, defending himself and his decisions from Polina’s accusations and Alexei’s suspicions that he could never have handled coordination with lawyers and understanding all the paperwork associated with Grigori’s estate alone. There had been trusts, accounts in all different places, money stashed across borders, things that had belonged to Irina and had never been handled correctly, property deeds with dubious ownership, a general unspooling of decades of a life lived only partly as honestly and honorably as everyone pretended and with Grigori declining further every day and Ilya stretched to breaking, Svetlana had stepped in to save the day and on more than once occasion, most likely save Ilya’s life. 

“There were very bad days.” Ilya told him quietly. “Days when it was not worth it to keep trying. My Papa hated me on the days he knew me, and on the days he did not know me, he was so nice, it was unfair. Polina hated me for trying to help, Alexei treated me like an enemy. The wedding was not what Sveta deserved, the girls came into this world and nearly took Sveta from it, we buried Papa next to Mama and he did not deserve it, he did not deserve to rest next to her forever, but I had no other choice.” 

“You texted me.” He smiled. It hurt. “You did not know the twins were barely a few weeks old and Sveta had finally started to recover from the birth. You did not know I was picking out my Papa’s suit to bury him. But you texted because it was All Star Weekend and you missed me and it– I um–” 

“Ilya.” Shane bent in around him, screwing his eyes shut and trying not to shatter to sympathetic pieces so Ilya knew it was safe for him to shatter with his grief. “Fuck. I am so sorry.”

“You did not know.” Ilya shook his head. “And I did not tell you. But Sveta found my phone and read the message and she found me in Mama’s room in the dark…” 

That had been the worst day. The hardest day. When everything Ilya missed collided with decades of familial trauma and was compounded by the overwhelming knowledge that he had no fucking idea how to be a husband and father without staining Sveta and the girls with his anger and depression and fear. 

“I got help, after.” Ilya had gone to the doctor, to therapy, to self help groups and accountability meet ups and he’d tried. The decision to get better and be better had been made the same day the decision to one day leave the echo of Grigori’s anger and the shadow of Irinia’s grief and the weight of Russia behind forever, and the process had been slow. It had been painful. Some days, healing felt worse than hiding, and peeling back the layers of anger and sorrow and trauma had left Ilya shaking and raw and furious. Other days felt like the first time he’d been able to breath in years and the relief of it had put him on his knees. 

“Russia is not home.” Ilya explained haltingly. “But I could not leave it behind like I wanted.” 

Resolving Grigori’s estate had been complicated and messy and labor intensive. Someone needed to stay involved to handle the ongoing trusts so Polina couldn’t gamble or shop the money away, someone needed to pay attention to Alexei’s daughter so her part of the inheritance didn’t disappear snorted up Alexei’s nose or injected into her Mama’s veins. Ilya had handed off as much as he could to a trusted lawyer and competent legal team, but it was still his signature needed on paperwork and his approval given for withdrawals and purchases over a certain amount, he still had to be involved and he hated every minute of it. 

“That’s why Alexei called you all upset today?” Shane ventured. “Something about your niece’s trust?” 

“They are allowed to take money things for her.” Ilya nodded jerkily. “She plays the violin so there are music camps and workshops and she needs a new instrument or special lessons, it pays for her to go to a special school, all those things are fine. When we go to Russia in summer, I do all paperwork, check every purchase, make sure it is set up for the entire year and if anything is very important, Alexei calls to ask and I call lawyer to approve.” 

He groaned out loud. “But Alexei gets drunk and angry that he has to call little brother for permission to use money. He wants a new house because theirs is trashed, but that is not to come from his daughters trust, is not her fault they live in squalor while she is in boarding school for music. I tell him no, he screams and yells, gets other lawyers involved… it is always a mess. Every few months, something else is wrong and he calls and yells and I…” 

Ilya listened to it all, absorbed it all, sat alone in the bakery because he never took the calls at home where Alexei’s fury and the immediate accompanying depression could dampen Nadya and Mariya’s happiness. He had the same arguments, shouted through the same reasonings, took the same verbal abuse and liquor fueled vitriol and locked it away into his heart until he had time to process and think through it and let it go. It had been the same cycle for years, since Grigori passed and left his mess for Ilya to sort through, since they’d moved to the States and then to Montbonne, and Alexei felt personally wronged that once again Ilya had managed to escape while Alexei was left behind. 

“Is better today.” He turned his head so Shane would kiss his cheek, smiled and angled his chin up further so Shane would kiss his forehead. “Better with you here. It does not sit so deep in my chest, is easier to remember Alexei is angry with himself and his life and is not my fault with you here.”

Russia was not home, but Ilya was still tied to it. If not for the remaining responsibility he felt to his father and family legacy, then for Svetlana and her family, for Grandad Sergei who loved the twins so much and because he was determined Nadya and Mariya would not grow up hating Russia and their slight accents and the little pieces of culture Ilya kept in their lives. 

“Montbonne is home.” He said firmly. “Is the only real home the girls know and the only home that matters. The only home I want anymore. Before Sochi, I thought maybe one day I could escape Russia, thought I could erase it from my passport and never have to think about it again. After Sochi…” 

He shrugged. “After Sochi and even after all these years, I cannot escape. Not all the way. Not until my niece is grown and Sergei passes and we can settle the estates and leave it alone. That will be a good day.” 

“Hm.” Shane let go of Ilya’s necklace so he could flatten his hand over Ilya’s heart, spreading his fingers wide so he could feel the steady thump-thump beneath his palm. “I was so mad at you after Vegas. For so fucking long. I thought you fucked off and had this whole life with out me. And maybe it wasn’t a great life, but it couldn’t have been that bad because you married your super beautiful best friend and had a couple of really great kids and now you’ve got this bakery and a whole town full of people who loves you and– and you know, I thought I had nothing and you had everything. But that’s not true. After Vegas really... really sucked for you."

“If not for my girls,” Ilya stated firmly. “I would trade my after Vegas for yours. To have the career and the Cups, fame and time and life to do whatever I wanted. If not for my girls, I would regret everything after Sochi. But I have them. Masha and Nadyushka. My babies. And because of them, I was brave enough to get help, we were brave enough to move to Montbonne. I have the bakery and community and now I am with you again?” 

The words tipped up at the end like a question and Shane nodded, “Yes.” and held him closer. “Yes.” 

“I am with you again.” Ilya repeated more confidently. “So everything after Sochi and after Vegas worked out for the best, yes? I would not have this,” he inclined his head towards the apartment, towards the street and the quiet town outside, pressed at Shane’s hand meaningfully. “Without all of it. So is okay.” 

“It’s like we both took the long road or the round about way or whatever.” Shane agreed. “But we still ended up at the same place. At a good place.” 

“Yes. I think so.” Ilya sat up and turned halfway to facing Shane, swinging his legs over Shane’s knee so he could grasp Shane’s chin and pull him into a firm kiss. “I know so. Is all worth it to me.” 

“Me too.” Shane whispered. “It’s all worth it to me too.” 

“Good.” Ilya kissed him again, lingering over it until Shane leaned in to kiss him back. “Thank you for today, Shanychka. Everything on bad days is better with you here."

“Good.” Shane closed his eyes and Ilya lay featherlight kisses on each of his eyelids. “Cos I’m here. For this or– or anything else. I’m here. Promise.” 

*****

Tuesday

“I know we covered this topic back in January when you opened up to me about the depth and truth of your history with your partner.,” Near the end of their weekly session, Dr. Soule took her glasses off and set them aside, clasping her hands on her desk and leaning in towards the computer screen. “But I’ve been reviewing our notes again this last week, and I want to extend another apology to you for any guidance I gave you previous to our January epiphanies that might have led you astray, or contributed to any confusion or hurt for you or your partner.” 

“Oh.” Shane blinked. “Okay. Um. What was in the notes that made you think of that? What um,” he scratched at his nose. “What did you write down from the January appointments that made you think you should apologize again?” 

And belatedly, “It isn’t your fault, by the way. You were trying to give me good advice. You were trying. I was just. You know. Lying to you.” 

“I am still sorry for any hurt or confusion it caused.” she countered gently. “My goal is only ever to help, whether I have all the pieces of a story or not, and now that I have more pieces to your story, there is something specific I’d like to address from my notes, if you don’t mind.” 

“Uh, no.” Shane bit at his thumbnail a hint anxiously. “No, I don’t mind. Go ahead.” 

“I was re-reading my notes from January.” Dr. Soule began again. “And several different times you expressed being overwhelmed, being carried away, you made references to your partner being bossy, there are multiple instances of you mentioning wanting to feel safe with your partner like you used to, but things were so complicated and muddled and you spent so much time spiraling around him that you couldn’t quite find that quiet you used to find with him.” 

“Um.” Dr. Soule’s emphasis on quiet, on bossy, on Shane being overwhelmed made him squirm. “Yes. Yeah. I said all that.” 

“In response to those things,” she continued calmly, “I suggested you set boundaries and time limits to ensure you were able to stay present in the overwhelming moments. I counseled you to constantly actively participate, to seek out ways to build permanence outside your partner, and to focus on his needs so you would not get carried away by the intensity of your own needs, and then face a come down and whiplash of sorts that left you feeling so unbalanced.” 

“Yeah.” Shane remembered all that advice. He remembered trying his fucking hardest to follow it and making himself physically shaky sick fighting to keep distance and boundaries and control in the aftermath with Ilya. “You uh– you definitely said all that. And I tried to follow your advice.” 

“I almost wish you hadn’t.” her kind eyes dimmed in sadness. “I can tell from your reaction right now and from things you’ve said in our last few sessions that my guidance in that arena was not only unhelpful, but quite possibly detrimental. And I am sorry for that.” 

“Not–” Shane swallowed. “Not your fault.” It wasn’t Dr. Soule’s fault for giving him bad advice when he’d been lying to her. “It’s okay.” 

“I had no way of knowing– and I think there’s a good possibility that you didn’t fully know, or at least couldn’t fully acknowledge– that your relationship with your partner included such a specific dynamic.” she arched a meaningful eyebrow. “And my advice to hold back and maintain control and avoid drifting was exactly the opposite advice you needed. I don’t like to assume anything with any of my patients, but I am very confident in assuming that your determination to follow my advice has been damaging to your relationship. Is that correct?” 

“It’s–” shit. Shane scrubbed at his mouth. “Yeah. I tried really hard to follow your advice and it uh– it didn’t work. It sucked. Maybe it’s for the better now, because it sorta led to the break up which I definitely needed so I had the chance to get my head right but–” 

He squirmed again, sitting on his hands so he wouldn’t fidget and hunching his shoulders in remembered misery. “Yeah. It wasn’t great for me. For us.” 

“I am not going to ask for details.” she assured him. “Even those of us in the most traditional of relationships can struggle with verbalizing specific dynamics between ourselves and a partner or partners, but based on my review of our notes and the conclusions I’ve drawn from our conversations, I would like to offer you new guidance for this particular situation, if you’d let me.” 

“Sure.” Shane motioned for her to continue, feeling both awkwardly on the spot but also a rush of relief at the thing between he and Ilya being seen and understood by someone outside the still developing details of their relationship. “Definitely.” 

“First, let me ask you this.” Dr. Soule cleared her throat. “Shane, are you safe with your partner?” 

“Yes.” Shane didn’t hesitate. “Yep. Safe with him.” 

“Physically, mentally, emotionally, safe.” she pressed and Shane didn’t hesitate, “Yes. And I’ve been working on being safe for him, too.” 

“I’m very glad to hear that.” she enthused warmly. “Not just your safety with him, but that you are confident enough and aware enough to acknowledge and work to accommodate your partner’s need for safety as well. That’s beautiful to hear.” 

Shane smiled a little and she nodded encouragingly before continuing, “If you are in fact safe with him without hesitation and without question, and if you two have the specific dynamic I think you do, I am going to suggest you do the exact opposite of what I previously said.” 

“The… opposite.” 

“Let yourself go, Shane.” Dr. Soule clarified with a quiet, knowing smile. “Allow yourself to be overwhelmed if you know he will keep you safe. Give up the control to a degree you are comfortable with, so long as you trust he will step in and guide you as needed. Find permanence in the stability your partner offers and reassurance in the place of priority you hold in his life. We’ve spoken before about the very specific type of quiet that can be found with the right person and my advice and hope for you, is to reward the safety only your partner gives you with the sort of quiet only you can give him.” 

“And of course.” she continued after a beat. “Because you have put in the work to be safe for him, I think he will reward that with quiet for you as well.” 

“Safe.” Shane swallowed thickly. “And quiet. That’s what we give each other.” 

“As always, I want you to stay safe, to be comfortable, to push yourself but not hurt yourself.” she reminded him. “But if you are truly as safe with your partner as you so quickly and easily claimed…” 

“…maybe it’s time for me to go back to enjoying that sort of quiet thing with him?” Shane sounded hopeful, sounded needy, sounded like he missed that very specific quiet with Ilya right down to his bones because he did. The goodbye kisses and hours talking together and time spent being honest was amazing and intense and incredible, but Shane so badly missed feeling cloudy cottony hazy drifting while Ilya crooned soft Russian into his ear and time stopped and walls faded away and he coudn’t do much more than breathe and fucking float. 

“You are the only person who can accurately answer that question, Shane.” Dr. Soule acknowledged. “But I would encourage you to find the time to do some soul searching and find that answer sooner rather than later. I think the longer you hold yourself back from this particular and specific thing with your partner, the more it has the potential to turn into a wedge between the two of you, and I know you don’t want that.” 

“I definitely don’t want that.” Shane nodded resolutely. “I will work on it. Is that all this week?” 

“That’s all this week.” she confirmed. “I am really proud of you Shane. You’ve put in a lot of work these last few months and I am honestly, genuinely proud of you.” 

“...Thanks, Dr. Soule.” 

*****

There were no official play offs or tournaments in the U9 rec league division, so the only March games for the Mighty Loons were make up scrimmages from when weather or timing or a bout of the flu had kept other teams from playing. 

With the season all but wrapped up other than the make up games, the schedule was wonky, the start times fluctuating based on when the other teams could bus into Montbonne, and the decision of full ice versus half ice scrimmages was made on the fly, depending on how tired the Loons were after a long day at school or the relative skill level of their opponents. 

It was all in fun, so none of it mattered. Shane firmly believed and often reiterated to any visiting coaches with strong opinions about the pace and intensity of the game, that U9 divisions were meant to be fun, that the girls should be smiling the entire time, that it wasn’t worth the tears and stress and melancholy of a handful of seven and eight year olds to insist on fast paced, full ice games when a half ice, easy scrimmage with a turned off scoreboard was better suited to the moment.

Shane wasn’t willing to stress his girls out at any point in the season, but especially not in March when the games were low stakes, Spring Break was lurking right around the corner and everyone was tired of school, tired of snow, tired of the monotony of the season and ready for something new. 

Shane’s low stress, only fun approach to the games was beneficial for him too, especially since the oddly scheduled Wednesday game found him still distracted thinking about Dr. Soule’s advice and sort of frustratingly mired in the realization that despite their intimacy and honesty and time together over the last six weeks, Shane had been holding himself away, holding himself back from Ilya and the quiet he had only barely been able to admit he missed. 

And maybe Dr. Soule was right. Shane knew he was safe with Ilya, he’d been working to make sure Ilya felt safe with him, and after their shared Vegas conversations, after time with the girls that felt like belonging, after so many kisses that had always heated needy but never escalated past pushing boundaries because they both were so determined and dedicated to doing it all right this time around–

Maybe they were ready to move towards hours spent sans pantalones, but also towards time spent quiet. Spent drifting. Spent floaty hazy dizzy cloudy cottony soft. 

Fuck. Shane closed his eyes and clenched his fists trying not to shudder through a jolt of longing, and almost missed the final buzzer of the game. 

Yeah okay. They needed to have a conversation pronto. 

“Good job. Good job. You did great today, kiddo. So proud of you.” Shane had helmet taps and encouragement for each of the Loons as they trudged off the ice after a hard fought, hard earned solid tie of 2-2 against the other team. “You were awesome out there. Good job. Proud of you, sweetie. Good hustle.” 

He closed the door to the ice after the last Loon made it to the bleachers, the waiting parents and anticipated post game snacks, and Shane had only barely sat down to undo his own skates when Madi’s mom passed him a water bottle and asked, “Coach, I thought I heard a rumour you were going to restart the Winter Whiteout Tournament! Is that true?” 

“Uh.” Shane took a quick gulp of water. Damn McMurray and his big fucking mouth. “I haven’t made any decision either way about that. I was just asking about it when I found an old banner at the school.” 

“You know, back when I was in highschool,” Matilde chimed in as she handed out granola bars to the girls, “Me and the other cheerleaders used to make up extra cheers just for the Tournament and come and do little shows for intermissions and halftimes. I’d be happy to set up a cheer squad for the tournament, we could do an all ages thing, have the little girls cheering for the older kids, and then bring in the older kids to cheer for the kids games, it could be a fun bonding experience for everyone!” 

“Oh uh.” Shane actually sort of loved that idea, but he maintained, “Nowhere near making any sort of decision like that. But I’ll keep it in mind?” 

“Coach!” Janey’s Dad whistled at him, “You want one’a these Gatorades?” 

“No thanks.” Shane held up the water bottle. “I’m good. Thanks though!” 

“Sure thing, bud!” 

Shane sat on the bleachers listening with a smile to the excited laughter from the team as they chowed down their snacks then rushed to get changed out of their gear. He went to shake the visiting Coach’s hand and say goodbye to the other team as they headed out into the bus, then went back to the bleachers and listened as the team parents made small talk about the upcoming break from school and vacation plans for the summer. Everytime he checked over his shoulder to make sure Ilya was still there in the higher seats, Ilya was already looking at him and smiling, so Shane smiled back and waited for everyone to leave so they could get a quick moment of privacy.

Eventually it was only the four of them left in the rink. The front doors swung shut locked behind the Zamboni operator when Shane assured him that they would all leave out the side door, Rachel had come down from her office to watch the game but left shortly after it finished, it was pushing seven o’clock so there were no highschoolers arriving for their own practice which meant the rink was as quiet and private as could be expected, and Ilya immediately made it a little more private when he gave the girls a handful of coins and directed them towards the arcade games at the far wall. 

Then, “Hi.” he wasted no time swooping down for a kiss as soon as the girls weren’t looking. “Good game today, Coach.” 

“The girls did great, right?” Shane had spent the majority of the game thinking about quiet things with Ilya, but he still beamed with pride talking about the team, “I’m so proud of how much they’ve—” 

“Shit.” Ilya grimaced when his phone rang loud *brinnng brinnnng* cutting into the conversation. “Sorry. Let me–” 

He paused when he saw Svetlana’s name on the screen. “Is Sveta.” he shook his head. “I will call her back.” 

“No, it’s fine.” Shane waved him off. “She’s probably calling to talk to the girls about the game, right? It’s fine.” 

“Shane.” 

“Ilya.” Shane met his gaze steadily. “It’s okay. Go ahead.” 

“Okay.” Ilya answered the phone on speaker. “Hi, Sveta. Shane is here too.” 

“Ilyushka!” Sveta sounded positively scandalized. “You shouldn’t answer the phone when you are on a date! Shane, mne zhal’, I am so sorry Ilya is so bad at this. I will call  back later tonight. Or in the morning. I will call back in the morning, Ilyushka, why would you answer the phone on a date! Bozhe moy, you are terrible!” 

“Not a date.” Shane laughed at Ilya’s immediate petulant expression at being scolded, and raised his voice so Svetlana could hear him. “We’re just hanging out after the game, it’s okay.” 

“After the game.” She repeated, confused. “I thought the game was tomorrow afternoon?” 

“It got moved to today, the schedule’s weird with make-up games.” Shane supplied helpfully and Svetlana clicked her tongue, “I see. Okay. Well I am glad I am not interrupting a date at least. Ilya, let me talk to the girls and ask them about the game. Do svidanya, Shane!” 

“Bye, Svetlana.” he returned politely and Ilya held up a finger asking him to wait before going to find the girls, hollering at them to come and get the phone and talk to their Mama, then switching to speaking Russian with Svetlana as he made his way around the rink to the arcade games and the twins loudly exclaiming over a pinball machine. 

Shane got up stiffly from the bleachers and took his skates to the office to wipe them down and put them away. Ilya came to find him a couple minutes later, shutting the door halfway behind him as he stepped inside. 

“That was okay?” he checked in carefully. “Sveta calling?” 

“I told you it was fine.” Shane tucked his skates away and wiped his hands on the towel before reaching for his shoes. “It’s fine, Ilya. Svetlana’s really nice, it’s not like she’s calling and actively sabotaging…” he made a vague motion. “Whatever. Don’t worry about it.” 

“Okay.” Ilya glanced out the window to make sure he could still see the girls preoccupied with the phone call over by the arcade games, then raised his eyebrow hopefully, “I can kiss you as congratulations for a good game?” 

“I definitely think I deserve a kiss as congratulations for a good game.” Shane grinned, “Come here.” 

“Well Coach, if you are going to insist on it.” Ilya played it off casual, sauntering over to Shane’s desk with his hands in his pockets to lean in for a short kiss. 

“Hey, come here for real though.” The anticipation simmering below Shane’s skin and the constant thought of being all done waiting flared up bright and he grabbed for Ilya without thinking about it, acted on instinct and impulse and need and clutched at Ilya’s shirt, snatching him back into a hard kiss and shoving his tongue past Ilya’s lips to lick through his mouth. 

“Sh-Shane–” Ilya groaned in surprise and pulled his hands out of his pockets so he could brace his hands at the desk to cage Shane in and then grab for Shane’s waist, span his hands and fingers gripping at his hips and then sliding up Shane’s back to tangle into his hair, around to frame at his face as he fell forward losing himself into a sucking, biting kiss. “Shanychka.” 

Already dizzy from the push of Shane’s tongue at his own and the greedy grasp of Shane’s hands all over his chest, down his sides and halfway down the back of his pants, Ilya pulled away enough to warn a breathless, “We are not very private right now.”

“No, I know.” Shane kissed him again, trembling through a thready moan when Ilya dragged his teeth at his bottom lip and the blunt plain of it made him gasp. “I– I know. But I just–” again, crushing their mouths together and sinking into it when Ilya shifted to hold him closer, to direct the kiss less sloppy and more purposeful because Shane was careless licking at him and Ilya had to grab his chin and handle him a little. “Ilya I want– I n-need–” 

Ilya pulled away to breathe, to ask what Shane needed, to search Shane’s gorgeous eyes to try and figure out what had sparked such a desperate, hungry moment. He pulled away then swore under his breath and grabbed for Shane all over again when Shane swayed forward and almost fell into him because he’d been leaning his full weight into Ilya’s hand at his chin and nearly toppled when Ilya leaned back. 

“Hey hey.” Ilya caught his jaw again, angling his head to find Shane’s eyes. “Moy milyy, you are okay?” 

“Yeah.” Shane’s eyes were firmly on Ilya’s mouth, and he peeked up through his dark lashes only briefly before dropping his gaze and focusing in on Ilya’s mouth, the shape of his lips, the color of his tongue behind his teeth when he spoke. “Yeah. I’m fine. Just um– I want–” 

“Shane.” Ilya brushed his fingers at Shane’s cheek, nudged a knuckle under his chin to tilt his head up, but when Shane shook his head and leaned heavier into him, Ilya clasped one hand warm and steadying at the back of Shane’s neck, then took a deep breath and took a chance and spread his other hand at Shane’s throat, stretching wide so he could track Shane’s pulse with his fingertips and feel every breath Shane took against his palm. “Shane?” 

“Mmm…” Shane dropped his head and sighed low and raspy, “I miss you.” he managed in a hoarse whisper. “I miss you like this and I’m tired of pretending I don’t.” 

“Like this?” Ilya kissed Shane’s forehead, then the top of his head. “Or…?” 

“Like this.” Shane mumbled, plucking at Ilya’s shirt until Ilya tucked him closer right up against his chest, then shook his head to loosen Ilya’s hand at his neck and turned into Ilya’s palm, slid his mouth along Ilya’s fingers, “I miss you like this.” 

“Okay.” Ilya swallowed hard, his heart picking up racing racing racing when Shane’s lips parted like he was waiting. “Y-You want?” 

He moved slowly, watched closely, kept one hand still wrapped steadying at the back of Shane’s neck and moved his other hand just enough to set his thumb cautiously testing at Shane’s bottom lip, not pushing or prodding but offering and after a weighted, breathless, endless few seconds…

…Shane dipped his head to pull Ilya’s thumb into his mouth, sliding his tongue around the blunt digit and moaning low in his throat. 

“Fuck.” Ilya pushed a kiss to Shane’s temple, to his ear, to his cheek, holding him tight and murmuring, “Okay okay okay. You can have me, have this, anything you want. Okay.” 

Ilya’s eyes snapped shut, his next breath stolen right from his lungs when his body woke up hard and wanting while his mind blanked out blissful and he thought, finally, as he gathered Shane closer, Finally I must be doing something right with all this. 

And distantly, as the hypnotic pull of Shane’s mouth left him nearly dizzy, halfway to drifting with the almost innocent touch, Ilya thought–

I’ve missed you like this, too.

*****

Jacob’s Place

Wednesday

They were almost all the way finished with regularly scheduled weekly breakfast together when Ilya wiped his fingers on his napkin and cleared his throat loudly, interrupting Shane mid bite and mid sentence about something pointless and cute one of Hayden’s kids had said to him earlier that morning on a before-school phone call. 

“Shane.” There was such an odd inflection to Ilya’s voice, such a cautious edge to the interruption that Shane opted not to get snarky about being cut off mid sentences and instead set his own fork down, swallowing a bite of pancakes to ask, “Yeah? What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing is wrong.” Ilya shook his head. Bumped their feet together under the table. “But. I ah–” 

He cleared his throat again. Lowered his voice again. “I was first for you.” he said. “And only. Yes?” 

“First for–” Shane’s face flushed dark red when he realized what Ilya was bringing up right there in the middle of the dining room. “Yes. Yeah." he thought about it a minute, then shrugged. “I didn’t do enough to count with anyone else, so you were my first. And… only. Yes.” 

“Right.” Ilya fidgeted with his napkin again. “First and only and first in a very long time. And it was good for you? In the bakery with me?” 

Shane’s eyes lit hot, but he kept his voice very soft. “Of course it was. You know it was.” 

“Worth the wait?” Ilya needed to know and Shane nodded slowly, meeting his eyes squarely. “Yes. It was. You were and we were and,” he motioned between them. Bumped Ilya’s foot under the table. “We are. Yes.” 

“Okay.” Ilya gathered his courage, then leaned forward and said all at once hushed, “You do not go spacey and floaty and quiet for me anymore.” 

“W-What?” Shane knew what Ilya meant. Of course he did. It was all he’d been thinking about for ages, but he still clasped his hands tight and asked for honesty because this was not the sort of thing to miscommunicate about, “Tell me what you mean by that.” 

“After I fuck you.” Ilya said quietly, bluntly. “Or kiss you too much. You used to be floaty for me. Not only back before. I mean yes, back before.” 

He made an impatient gesture over his shoulder signifying back before Montbonne, back before Vegas. “You did it then, but before Christmas you did it with me a few times. When you like my fingers in your mouth when you come down. Or to hold here.” he tapped his necklace. “You did it a couple times for me and then stopped, you did it a little bit after the game, but the girls were there, so you pulled away.” 

He waited a beat, then stated again, “You do not do that anymore for me. Why did you stop?” 

“We um–” Shane really did want to have this particular conversation, but he hadn’t envisioned having it in Jacob’s place of all spots, and he glanced around self consciously before answering in a near whisper. “We don’t have a lot of time together. Not now and definitely not before Christmas. It seems like,” 

He shifted in his seat a little bit shy. “It felt like I should stay present and focused in the moment and that sort of thing. Since we don't get to see each other much.” 

“We have time now though.” Ilya pointed out plainly. “Even with being monks. Especially with being fucking monks, Shane. We have time now.” 

“I think technically,” Shane’s lips twitched in a smile. “We are non-fucking monks.” 

“You are not funny.” Ilya waved off Shane’s half hearted protest about being hilarious, and persisted, “We have plenty of time for you to stay longer and kiss lots and be–” he flattened his hand to the table. “Down. Quiet. Soft. We have time for that. So why don’t you do it anymore?” 

“Right. Okay.” Shane pushed his plate away an nodded. “Okay. So I told my therapist that I was overwhelmed all the time. Freaking out because everything felt big all the time.” 

He paused, but Ilya just nodded, leaned in and locked in listening because it all very much mattered. 

“Her advice,” Shane took a deep breath. “Was about staying present, being active and participating in my own life. She told me to set boundaries and time limits and to stay focused instead of drifting away because I needed, you know, I needed something permanent in my life and nothing felt permanent so she– she was helping with that.” 

“But she didn’t know about us.” he admitted. “Not all the way about us. She was suggesting it for when people invited me to hang out, or when the noise was to much after a game, and yeah, she told me to initiate with you because me um– me seeing you enjoying me,” he winced when the explanation came out clunky, “would help me feel more secure. It wasn’t bad advice, I just practiced it bad, I think. Because going all spacey on your for like an hour sure didn’t seem like active participating and paying attention and staying present. You know?” 

“That is why you left.” Ilya realized, a flicker of hurt creasing his features before a flash of understanding smoothed the lines at his brow. “You kept leaving. You would text and be bossy and bratty and it was very very good, but then you would leave.” 

“Fuck.” Shane cringed from the flare of pain in Ilya’s eyes. “Yeah. Yes. I was trying to do the right thing, trying to handle things the right way cos I thought it would help with-- with everything. But it didn’t. I fucking hated it.” 

“I hated it, too.” Ilya told him flatly and Shane shook his head, “I’m sorry. Sorry about all of that.” 

“You like it, though.” Ilya said then. “Yes? You like being soft for me. And quiet. Mouth full and brain empty.” 

It sounded silly, sounded lecherous, but Ilya was only earnest searching Shane’s face trying to catalogue his expressions. “You like when we do that?” 

“I mean.” Shane put his fingers to his lips unconsciously. “Yeah. Fuck. So much.” 

“Okay.” Ilya’s smile was quick. Relieved. “I do, too. I like it alot.” 

“Yeah?” Shane knew Ilya liked it, but goddamn if he didn’t want to hear it again. “Why do you like it?” 

“Is very good for my ego.” That was silly, was definitely lecherous, Ilya waggled his eyebrows and stuck his tongue out playfully. “I like to know I can dick you into the stars.” 

“Into the stars.” Shane rolled and rolled and rolled his eyes. “Fuck you.” 

The waitress came by with their check and the conversation was set aside until after Ilya paid and Shane left his customary overly large tip and they left the dining room together, waving goodbye to anyone who called out, but by mutual unspoken decision, definitely not stopping to chat because there were far more pressing things to discuss than whether or not Ilya would be making Soda Bread for and green cookies for St. Patricks Day and if Shane had made a decision about restarting the Winter Whiteout Tournament. 

The parking lot outside Jacob’s place was mostly empty. Breakfast hours were almost over, the side lot where Shane and Ilya had started parking was fairly blocked from view of the nearby roads and there were no windows on that side of the building, which left it as private as could be expected for a bar and restaurant smack in the middle of town. 

Ilya waited until they’d rounded the corner to the side lot and were almost to their cars before grabbing for Shane’s sleeve and then Shane’s hand and pulling him to a stop. 

“Shanychka.” He cupped Shane’s face gently, sweeping his thumb in slow lines at his cheek. “I like when you trust me to take care of you. Even when it is not sex. Even if it is only this.” he tapped at Shane’s bottom lip. “I messed up in Vegas, I know. But then we were here and right away, you trusted me enough to let go and be overwhelmed and quiet with me. It was very good.” 

Softer, “Then you stopped again and it felt like you stopped trusting me. Trusting us. And we broke up. So. 

“That wasn’t it.” Shane shook his head miserably. “It wasn’t about not trusting you, Ilya. Or not– I mean, that was different. Trusting you again. I had to work through that. But stopping this,” he budged a kiss to Ilya’s palm. “Was about me. I was trying to follow my therapist’s advice and be present and active and I– I was trying to figure a bunch of shit out and sort of failing at it. I’m sorry it hurt you.” 

“It did hurt, yes.” Ilya didn’t let go of him, only stepped closer to stare deep into his eyes. “But mostly I just miss it. You are very pretty like that. Floaty and quiet, and it helps me to come down too. After. We are a lot sometimes. It is a lot with us sometimes and I can get…” 

He waggled his other hand. “Off balance. Like I am unsteady. So to hold you when you are soft and quiet,” another light tap at Shane’s mouth, “is good for me too. I miss it. Miss you. You should start doing it again.” 

“Okay.” Shane wet his lips, his breathing catching unsteady when Ilya’s eyes dropped to watch the motion. “Okay. You’ll have to give me a chance to do that then. You’ll have to give me a chance to be floaty and soft and– and quiet.” 

“Tell me when and where.” Ilya murmured longingly, his grip tightening almost to bruising at Shane’s chin. “I will keep you quiet for as long as you want. As long as you need.” 

Shane closed his eyes. Breathed. Opened his eyes again to find Ilya right there waiting for him, smiling a little like he’d gladly stand there waiting for Shane forever. “I’ll… let you know.” 

“Da, Shanychka.” Ilya kissed him, soft and adoring and chock full of promise. He leaned in for a second kiss, always always two when they were saying good-bye, and whispered into Shane’s ear, his voice pitched low and the Russian syllables tumbling rough off his tongue, “All of me is yours, sweetheart.” 

Shane didn’t understand what Ilya said into his ear or what Ilya whispered into one last kiss before pulling away, but he thought maybe it sounded like Ilya was promising something permanent. 

And oh, Shane realized oh, that sounded absolutely fucking perfect. 

****

Chapter Notes: 

I'm actually emotional about how much I love this chapter. 

Idk, it's all about them redoing special moments, rewriting angst into sweetness-- January sucked and they broked up, March sucks too but it's so good because they are together. Shane with the girls again except it's not a Mayday related emergency, it's just fun and laughter and family. Svetlana interrupts a moment but Shane doesn't freak out, it's all totally fine. They're having multiple difficult conversations but no one is running, no one is hiding, they are wrapped up holding each other and promising comfort and stability and commitment... they've had to work so hard to get to this point, but the best part of their story and life together is only just starting and it's too much for me and my Grinchy heart, I can't take it. 

Needy Ilya, I adore him. "That was only one kiss. Gimme kiss. Lots of tongue. Maybe groping." Mr. Rozanov, we get it, you are pathetic. (affectionate). 

I love everything about the girls. They are such little scene stealers. "Gimme ice cream or give me death." Bob's Burgers Fans, where you at? IYKYK with the buckle up song. The struggle with Mayday's hair-- why is there cheetos? Why is she not surprised? As a WOC with ultra curly hair, why are some hair ties nowhere near elastic enough to tame the beast? I ALMOST gave Mayday baubles for her hair but that was too traumatizing for me lmaoooo. Who remembers the big fat colorful hair baubles from the 90s that would snap really hard when stretched to their max and bruise our heads when Mom did our hair for Sunday church. No? Just me?

Ilya's post-Sochi session-- Death and grief can make us so weird. Can make people so ugly. I've lost several family members in the last few years and watched Aunts/Uncles/etc turn unrecgonizable once money and trusts and inheritance started getting discussed, it's sort of insane. 

Lots to unpack in Ilya's life post Vegas, but the biggest takeaway was Shane realizing and VERBALIZING that he'd assumed Ilya had everything in life, that even if Sveta and kids weren't what Ilya had planned, Ilya's life had always been way way better post Vegas than Shane's had been... except Ilya's life had been dark and painful and awful for a long time, too. The biggest difference is that Ilya put in the work to get better before they met again, while Shane had spent most of those ten years hiding. 

The emphasis and reminder is that being at different points in our healing journey doesn't mean others had it better or their struggles were easier. Hollanov is very much the same person, went through similar journeys and similar struggles but at different speeds and with different stops along the way. But now they have made it to a good place together and can move forward together, and that's what matters.

The photo albums and specifically the lack of Hollanov photos together will be A Whole Big Thing later, another chance to rewrite angst into sweetness as they take opportunities to comfort/fix it together. 

I've been working on a companion piece/bonus material essay about Hollanov D/s dynamics and specifically Deja Vu D/s dynamics so stay tuned for that, but I'd like to point out (scream about) Ilya bringing up how important the *quiet* is for him, how being with Shane can be A LOT sometimes and he is often left unsteady or unbalanced and needs that *quiet* just as much as Shane does. We all love the subspace/aftercare tags, but those big strong Dom Top Alpha boys need aftercare too!!! 

Coming Up! Hayden and Fam, Yuna and David, the waiting is absolutely killing Hollanov and Shane finally has Enough Of It and does something a little daring (for him).

Thanks for reading and commenting! 







      

  












      Chapter 18: Distance (hearts grow fonder)
  


    Chapter Summary

    We're not talking about the word count. We're not talking about that. Move right along. Nothing to see here.

This chapter is all good moments with David and Yuna, a long awaited emotional reunion with Hayden and wait, what’s that sound? Is it the groans and moans and assorted lube-ish noises of a monkhood vow of celibacy being stretched to its limit?? 

Read this totally not insanely long at all chapter and find out!








  
Tuesday 
 
From Coach Hollander: Hi parents and Mighty Loons. I’ve had a family situation come up and will be out of town for a little bit.
 
From Coach Hollander: Mr. Rozanov has volunteered to take over practices while I’m gone so the girls don’t miss any ice time.
 
From Coach Hollander: Please reach out to him or Rachel with any questions, both have access to our team calendar and ice time schedule. 
 
From Coach Hollander: Thanks in advance for your understanding.
 
A flurry of well wishes for his family, generic platitudes about a safe journey and return, and a few exclamation points regarding Ilya stepping in as interim Coach filled Shane’s notifications within minutes of sending the message, but he didn’t answer any of them until a notification from Lily pinged on their private message chain.
 
From Lily: You are sure your dad is okay?
 
From Jane: Yeah, I told you. Just minor surgery. Carpal tunnel. I’m only going for support and to visit my parents.
 
From Lily: Hm. You are a very good boy. 
 
From Jane: Stop that, it’s fucking weird to say that when you’re talking about me and my parents.
 
From Lily: So when can I call you a very good boy that is not weird?
 
From Jane: Move on, Rozanov.
 
From Lily: Booo Hollander. Boring.
 
From Lily: I can see you before leaving? 
 
From Jane: It will have to be early. 
 
From Lily: Okay.
 
From Jane: Really early.
 
From Lily: Okay
 
From Jane: No Ilya, I mean it will be like 4am, I’m driving to Montreal instead of flying out so I am leaving EARLY.
 
From Lily: What part of “okay” am I saying wrong? I want to see you before leaving, so okay, 4 am. I will be awake. 
 
From Jane: It won’t disturb the girls for me to show up that early?
 
From Lily: Not if you are very good boy and stay quiet.
 
From Jane: Jesus Christ. Okay. See you in the morning. 
 
*****
 
Wednesday 
 
East End Montbonne was a ghost town at 4 am. The expansive neighborhood was cloaked in shadows, the few streetlights doing little against the creeping shades of gray, any snow that had survived the mood swingy March weather had been plowed into dirty, oddly shaped piles, and the sidewalks were shoveled clean, the streets scraped bare. Houses were dark, shades pulled over the windows, here and there the occasional garage light was still lit, illuminating garbage cans so no little creatures came rummaging, but overall the East End Neighborhood was shadowed and slumbering and serene in the pre-dawn quiet. 
 
Shane drove through the sleepy neighborhood slowly, self-conscious about the flare of his headlights, flinching from the crunch of ice melt and gravel under his tires, hunched over the wheel with his music turned off as if someone was going to hear a vehicle out on the street, peek out their window at 4:00 am and gasp because they immediately recognized his car and somehow knew he was going to Ilya’s house for a first thing in the morning kiss. 
 
It was sort of… fun, actually. To be sneaking around. To be barely tapping the gas so the car was creeping along at a nearly silent idle. To have his music off and his head on a swivel making sure no one was leaving for an early shift for work and caught him rolling by. 
 
Not that Shane was actually sneaking around, of course. He was a grown ass man stopping by to see his boyfriend for a good-bye kiss before he went out of town for a week. It was a perfectly normal, thoroughly expected, absolutely allowed sort of thing for two people to do when they were working their way through a semi-awwkard monk stage but still very serious, long overdue, anxiously awaited, fully fucking worth every second of the wait, relationship. 
 
Still sorta fun, though. To sneak. Shane smiled about it as he turned into the long drive at Ilya’s house. Maybe it was the ultra early hour, maybe it was the surrounding houses and neighbors still sleeping while Ilya’s porch light was on waiting for Shane, maybe it was how fast Shane typed in the code for the front door and only opened it enough to squeeze through then shut it with a softest possible click— whatever.
 
It was sorta fun. To sneak. And Shane definitely smiled about it as he glanced up the stairs to where the girls slept, then crept down the hall on tiptoes towards the light in the kitchen and the smell of fresh coffee and something else freshly sweet lingering in the air. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane stopped at the doorway to the kitchen to give himself a minute to look, to take in the sight of Ilya shirtless, his lounge pants slung low enough to show a hint of butt as he bent over to take a pan of cinnamon rolls from the oven, his broad shoulders and strong back on full display shifting and flexing when he lifted the pan out one handed and set it on the stove. He was barefoot, his curls still fuzzy and mussed, and when he turned in surprise at hearing Shane, Ilya’s features were still a little bit sleepy puffy, eyes soft and lips full and a myriad of creases on his face where he’d slept smushed into the pillow case. 
 
“Dobroya utro, solnyshko.” Ilya’s voice was groggy, sleep rough and rumbly and he shook his hand out of the gloved pot holder so he could pick up a steaming cup of coffee and take a big gulp, then try again, “Good morning.” 
 
“Did you get up insanely early just to make me fresh cinnamon rolls?” Shane’s eyes dropped to the waist of Ilya’s pants, the jut of hipbone peeking out,  the trail of coarse hair leading below his navel. “Because that would be crazy.” 
 
“No, I made cinnamon rolls last night.” Ilya poured some of the fresh coffee into a travel mug and clicked the lid on with a quick snap. “I warmed them for you this morning, though. That is enough effort to justify a thank you kiss, yes?” 
 
“Are you kidding me?” Shane pushed off the door frame and met Illya halfway into the kitchen, settling his hands at Ilya’s bare waist and sweeping his thumb at what he could see of Ilya’s hipbone before digging his fingers into the little bit of love handle that sat soft and grabbable at Ilya’s back and using it to pull him into a kiss that tasted like coffee and cinnamon and a smidgelike toothpaste because Ilya had rolled out of bed at some obscene hour to clean up and heat up breakfast and coffee for Shane’s road trip, of course he had. 
 
“Mmm, Shane.” Ilya’s hand came up to cup his cheek when Shane sank deeper into the kiss, molding their lips together and nipping lightly at Ilya’s bottom lip until Ilya opened for him with a quiet moan, then grunted surprised into his mouth when Shane’s hands slid from his back and waist and right under his sweats to clasp the top curve of his ass and pull him in tighter. 
 
“You are slutty this early in the morning.” Ilya bumped their noses as he pulled away and wiped the sheen of saliva off Shane’s mouth. “Trying to grope me in my jammies?” 
 
“You’re slutty for apparently never wearing underwear with your jammies.” Shane retorted with a pluck and snap of Ilya’s waistband. “Are you trying to seduce me, Mr. Rozanov?” 
 
“With every bone in my body and with one specific bone,” Ilya waggled his eyebrows and tugged purposefully at the front of his pants. “Yes. Is it working?” 
 
“Enough that I’m regretting deciding to leave for a week.” Shane leaned against the counter and sipped at his coffee while Ilya popped a container of icing in the microwave for a few seconds so it was spreadable again. “You didn’t have to do all this.” 
 
“No, is okay, I wanted to.” Ilya scooped two of the gooey soft cinnamon rolls into a parchment paper lined to-go box from the bakery and drizzled icing over both of them, just enough to pool enticingly into the swirls and dimples of the rolls without being too messy for the car or too much sugar for Shane’s taste. “You are sure your Dad is really okay?” 
 
“He’s really fine, yeah.” The repeated questions about his Dad made Shane’s heart hurt. Not for himself or his Dad or his Mom who regularly waffled between being fully aware that the minor surgery was nothing to stress at all, and then still somehow stressing herself to the max. 
 
No, the repeated questions and check ins about his Dad made Shane’s heart because he knew Ilya’s heart hurt for it. Because Ilya had been too young to understand what was wrong with his Mama until it was too late. Because Ilya had been old enough to understand but still too far out of his depth and ill prepared for the reality of his Papa’s rapid decline, and Ilya was stressed about Shane experiencing anything close to the same thing.
 
“He’s fine.” He reassured Ilya again. “It’s barely even surgery, honestly. They aren’t even going to put him all the way out for it. It’s an outpatient thing, should only take an hour. Not a big deal. It was scheduled for later this summer but they were able to reschedule sooner and since Dad’s retired, he doesn’t have any excuse to ignore Mom nagging about his health and stuff, so he’s gotta go get it done.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya nodded like he was reassuring Shane just as much as Shane was reassuring him. “When will you be home again?” 
 
“Next weekend. Probably Saturday.” Shane’s mouth went dry watching Ilya wash his hands, then slick still wet fingers through his hair to tame the muss and fuss of his curls. Fuck, it was gonna be the longest week ever. “Definitely no later than Sunday.” 
 
“Is a long time.” Ilya frowned, and Shane nodded, “Yeah, well surgery is tomorrow so I’ll help Mom with him all weekend. First post-op is Monday to make sure everything is good, then I’m gonna spend the rest of the week helping with a bunch of stuff around the house and property so Dad isn’t tempted to try and do it while recovering. So long as everything is okay by end of the week, I’ll leave Saturday morning and head back to Montbonne.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya handed him the neatly packaged cinnamon rolls along with a stack of paper towels to counter any mess, and took Shane’s coffee to top off the travel mug for the long drive. “You will text me when you get to Montreal?” 
 
“And when I stop on the way, yeah.” Shane confirmed. “And I’ll let you know when I’m headed back.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya crooked his fingers under Shane’s chin so he could see Shane’s lashes flutter the way they did every time Ilya held his face, then kissed him again. “Be safe.
 
“I will.” Shane’s eyes were closed, lips pursed, cheeks flushing soft pink when Ilya adjusted his hand to hold his jaw tighter, and he fully missed the longing darkening into Iya’s blue eyes for a few seconds. “Bye.” 
 
“Bye, Shanychka.” 
 
Shane only made it as far as the stop sign at the end of Ilya’s road before he gave in to the sugar sweet temptation of the fragrant cinnamon roll and popped the box open to tear off a bite. 
 
“Motherfucker.” He laughed to himself when the bite was as delectably, ridiculously, icing drippingly perfect as he’d thought it would be. “Oh my god this is so good."
 
From Jane: Thanks for the cinnamon roll, baby. 
 
“Nope. Nope nope, don’t do that.” Shane deleted the text just as fast as he typed it, shaking his head and scolding himself, “Don’t call him baby, that’s stupid, that’s stupid, fuck.”
 
He’d been thinking of Ilya in soft terms lately, mouthing things like babe and baby and sweetheart to himself sometimes when they hung up the phone or after a kiss– every kiss– left him reeling. Sweetheart didn’t sound right, even though Shane melted right through the floor on the few occasions Ilya used it with him. Babe felt…straight. Like he’d call a girlfriend babe, or maybe Svetlana had called Ilya babe because it sounded… like that. It didn’t sound like him. 
 
But baby was gentle. Endearing. Felt like Shane could say it teasing or serious or while pulling Ilya’s hair to get him somewhere specific and he thought Ilya would like it, thought Ilya’s eyes would get hot and his smile would go all wide and he’d huff something a little embarrassed but mostly pleased before kissing Shane for it because it would be the first time Shane had a nickname-endearment for him other than Rozanov.
 
Whatever llya would think about it, a 4:30am text about a cinnamon roll wasn’t the first time to roll out a baby, so Shane deleted the message and tried again.  
 
From Jane: Cinnamon roll is so good. Munch munch munch, yum yum yum.
 
His phone blinged almost immediately with a notification and Shane smiled when he saw the heart emoji response. He texted two hearts back, laughed out loud when Ilya promptly did three hearts back, and started to type four hearts, then stopped himself again.
 
“Settle the fuck down.” He said out loud as he deleted the hearts. “We aren’t kids, not stupid teenagers, grow up. Fuck.”
 
It was sorta fun to feel like they were sneaking around, sorta fun to mull over which variation of babe or baby would make Ilya blush, but at the end of the day they were still trying to build a real grown up relationship that would be proof of everything they’d gone through and everything they’d put each other through, so maybe heart emoji contests weren’t the sort of thing to–
 
From Lily: I win with most hearts. 
 
One day Shane wouldn’t take the bait and make everything a competition between them, but right then when he was still parked at the stop sign only a couple hundred yards from Ilya’s house with a mouth full of cinnamon roll and his heart doing something flip floppy out of control in his chest because Ilya had gotten up insanely early to make him breakfast and coffee and kiss him goodbye–
 
–well. 
 
From Jane: The fuck you do win.
 
From Jane: *endless heart gif*
 
From Jane: Loser. 
 
From Lily: Look, is you when you are being smug for winning heart contest. 
 
From Lily: *picture of smug koala bear smiling* 
 
From Jane: Leave me alone.
 
From Lily: No.
 
No. It always felt like a promise from Ilya and Shane fucking loved it. 
 
From Jane: Thank you for cinnamon rolls and for getting up so early for a goodbye kiss. 
 
From Lily: Чмок-чмок
 
From Jane: Two kisses? 
 
From Lily: Always. 
 
Yes, it was dorky and juvenile and pointless but fuck it was fun. Shane felt stupid for it, but then again who was he trying to impress? Who the fuck cared? They’d spent so many years— too many years— not being able to smile about anything, it was fine for them to smile and be dumb about this, it was fine.
 
****
 
Montreal
 
Shane let himself into the Montreal house with the same key that had been on his key ring since he’d been old enough to have keys and a key ring.
 
Ottawa was his hometown, but summer camps and training events in Montreal starting in middle school had necessitated a small house near the city for the sake of saving drive time for their very packed schedules. Once Shane had signed to the Metros and Yuna took over managing his career, a transfer to the Montreal offices had been easy to procure for David— after all, his son was the Shane Hollander— and the modest house in Montreal had become full time residence for Yuna and David, off season residence for Shane until he started buying his own property, and now it was a couple decades of Shane’s life all triggered nostalgic by the jangle of his keys in the well worn doorknob and a familiar squeak as the heavy door pushed open. 
 
“Mom? Dad?” He tossed the keys in the same bowl that had been on the same little table for as long as he could remember. “It’s me! It’s Shane. I’m—"
 
He stopped just short of saying home. The Montreal house was familiar and comforting and yes ,where he’d finished growing up but— but not home.
 
Huh. Shane wondered when that had changed. 
 
“It’s me!” He shook off the twinge of melancholy, the odd sense of loss over not feeling like the house was truly home anymore, and raised his voice again, “You guys here?”
 
“Shane?” David’s voice came from somewhere down the narrow hall, his bedroom or maybe the study, and Yuna called, “Sweetie, is that you?” from the kitchen on the other side of the living room as if anyone other than Shane had keys to the place and would let themselves in. 
 
“Hey kiddo!” David hurried his way down the hall, setting his carefully bookmarked novel on the top of the couch as he passed so both his arms were open for a hug. “Welcome home!” 
 
…home. 
 
…huh. 
 
“Hey Dad.” Shane hugged his Dad right back, smiling when David pounded at his back enthusiastically. “How are you feeling?” 
 
“Surgery isn’t until tomorrow, so I'm fine.” David rolled his eyes at Shane as they moved apart. “And for what it’s worth,” he held up both wrists and shook them easily. “I’m fine regardless. Your Mom is just being a –” 
 
“A what now?” Yuna came from the kitchen, moving around the living room furniture with a dish towel over her shoulder and her apron on for cooking dinner. “What am I being, darling?” 
 
“Downright determined that I will live a long and healthy life?” David offered promptly. “And of course, being only supportive with your encouragement to go see a doctor, not nagging or anxious or obsessive at all.” 
 
“Mmhmm.” Yuna arched a less than impressed eyebrow at her husband, then beamed a smile towards Shane and motioned him in for a hug. “Your Dad is full of shit, Shane.” 
 
“Love of my life!” David protested and Shane grinned as he bent down to hug his Yuna close, “Mom, I think you hurt his feelings.” 
 
“You know what’s hurt my feelings?” Yuna brushed a spot of flour from her apron off Shane’s shirt. “That I told him years ago to schedule carpal tunnel surgery and he’s only getting it done now because I threatened to withhold his favorite finger intensive activities if he didn’t go get it taken care of.” 
 
“His favorite finger intensive–” Shane blanched. “Oh Jesus, Mom! Don’t say stuff like that!” 
 
“Your Dad’s gotten into tying fishing flies with that weird, retired old man intensity.” Yuna sent him an odd look. “What did you think I meant?” 
 
“I… don’t know.” Shane briefly through about turning around and walking right back out the door, because it was bad enough the house didn’t register as home in his mind anymore but fuck he’d thought his Mom was making some sort of fingering joke? 
 
Fucking kill me. 
 
“Anyway.” He changed the subject before Yuna put any more thought into what he possibly could have meant. “I’m gonna put my bag downstairs then I’ll be back up to help with dinner?” 
 
“I’ve got a couple beers on ice.” David offered hopefully and Shane smiled at him, “Sounds good, Dad. Be right back.” 
 
Shane headed for the stairs and the fully finished basement that had been converted into a studio apartment for him once he was traveling more than he’d been in Montreal, and David waited until the top of Shane’s head disappeared down the stairs before snagging Yuna around her little waist and hauling her into his arms. 
 
“David!” she protested playfully, “What are you doing? Dinner is going to burn and I want to go talk to Shane! Let me go!” 
 
“Mmm no.” David let his hand drop rather suggestively low on his wife’s rear and teased husky and hopeful, “Because tying fishing flies isn’t my favorite finger intensive activity and you know it.” 
 
“David.” Yuna grabbed for his hand and set it firmly back at an appropriate place on her waist. “Shane’s home, tone it down! He’d probably get back in his car and drive right back to Montbonne if he saw you grabbing me like this. Poor kid probably thinks we had sex once to conceive him and have lived as platonic roommates ever since.” 
 
“No, he knows how much I love you.” David nipped a kiss to her ear. “And I think so long as we’re very quiet after he goes to sleep tonight, it would be safe for me to indulge in my actual favorite finger intensive activity…” his hand dropped a lower over the back of her snug jeans again. “...hmmm?” 
 
“I think you desperately need carpal tunnel surgery and that particular activity will be better for us both once you have full range of motion and no pain.” Yuna kissed the tip of his nose and wriggled out of his arms. “Right now you need to cool off, so why don’t you go do that and I’ll go talk to Shane a minute.” 
 
“You would spurn my advances, my love?” David faux mourned and Yuna pushed at his chest, laughing, “Go take a cold shower, you dirty old man!!” 
 
David reluctantly let her go, not to take a cold shower, but to go and check on the dinner she’d absolutely left on the stove. Yuna had taken it upon herself to banish the rumours of her lack of cooking skills once and for all and the process was… slow… but David was more than happy to pick up the slack, turn down the stove, pull things out of the oven, whatever his beautiful wife needed to ensure her dinner attempts stayed edible. 
 
Yuna smiled when she heard her affable and endlessly patient husband curse in surprise at finding her dinner most likely on the precipice of burning, then headed down the stairs to the basement to find Shane. 
 
From Jane: It’s weird to be here. 
 
From Lily: At your parent’s house? Why? 
 
From Jane: I dunno. It was home for a really long time, even when I bought my own place, even when I got hurt and had to do my rehab and recovery living here for a while. 
 
From Jane: Now it feels… small. I don’t know how to describe it. 
 
The basement apartment felt small when Shane set his bag on the blanket chest and opened the empty dresser drawers to put his clothes away. He hadn’t had to pack much, he still had sweats and and socks and underwear stashed in the dresser from his visits in between games, there were a handful of hoodies, some shirts and even a few pairs of nice jeans hanging in the closet and somehow the already present clothes mixed with the very few pieces he’d brought from the cabin all made the closet and dresser look small. 
 
He didn’t remember the ceiling being so low, and Shane even put his hand up trying to touch the beams above his head, nodding to himself when his fingers brushed the eight foot high ceiling. Same height, so why did it feel low? The basement was the same size, so why did the walls feel close and the lights seem dim and the bed feel several inches too close to the ground, he sat and felt like he was free falling for a few seconds until his butt hit the mattress and stopped. 
 
Even the stairs seemed smaller than Shane remembered. The fifteen steps and landing were the same size they’d always been, but the last time Shane had been staying downstairs in the Montreal house, the steps may as well have been Everest for as difficult as it was to get up them. With his knee fucked and his leg reconstructed around a rod and his foot screwed back together, every step had been a battle and every bit of incline a hard won fight, and more than once Shane had stopped half way to the top and wiped his tears in his sleeve and yelled at himself to get up, to keep going, to quit being such a fucking pussy and walk, he needed to get back up and walk. 
 
What had once been familiar steps, and then for a miserably stressed out few months had been his Everest, were now only fifteen steps and a landing. Wide enough for Shane to walk up and down comfortably. Not so steep as to bother his knee. Thickly carpeted to protect toes from cold concrete and secure with a railing safely installed at the side and small. 
 
The basement turned apartment where Shane had finished growing up, the bed he’d slept in most nights until he’d bought his own apartment and officially moved out, the dresser that had always held at least some of his clothes since he was fourteen and the chair where he’d sat and watched hours worth of game replay and scribbled down statistics, plays, and tactics all seemed small and Shane didn’t really know what to think about that. 
 
“I don’t remember you being quite so big sitting on that bed.” Yuna broke into Shane’s thoughts as she came down the stairs and stopped at the landing, spreading her hands gesturing around the room. “I don’t know. When you were here after getting hurt, it felt like having my kiddo back home again. You needed me for a lot, you were moving slow, you were quiet…” 
 
She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “Now you’re sitting on that bed and I’m wondering if it’s gonna break cos you're so big. All the sudden you don’t look like a kid anymore.” 
 
“Yeah well.” It was a disconcerting sort of relief to have his Mom audibly address what was swirling round in his head. “I’m in my thirties. I guess it’s about time you don’t seem me as a kid anymore?”  
 
“That’s the thing about being a mom, bud. I don’t give a shit how old you are.” she laughed at him. “You’re always going to be right around ten years old for me, just old enough to be frustratingly independent, still young enough that I want to step in and rescue you from everything.” 
 
Yuna laughed, but her voice wobbled, and Shane look up uncertainly, “Mom? You okay?” 
 
“Shane.” She dragged in a deep breath. Let it out slowly. Scratched at her eyebrow and then her eyelid the same way Shane scratched at his eyebrow and his eyelid when he was nervous. “Shane, honey. Um–” 
 
“Mom?” 
 
“Is he good to you?” it was the first time Yuna had come right out and said he, the first time she’d acknowledged Shane’s sexuality in any direct way, the first relatively calm thing that came to mind to say about Ilya fucking Rozanov when really she wanted to screech the list of questions she’d been building ever since David had returned from Montbonne at the end of January. 
 
“...Yes.” Out of long ingrained habit, Shane almost deflected. Almost denied. Almost brushed it off or played it off or played it casual. But no, he wasn’t hiding. He wasn’t pretending. He and Ilya weren’t exactly shouting about their relationship from the proverbial rooftop but they sure as hell weren’t casual either, so–
 
“Yes.” he sat back on the bed and nodded slowly. “Ilya,” he watched his Mom’s face for any change in expression when he said Ilya’s name out loud. “Is really good to me. Yeah.” 
 
“And the girls.” Yuna swallowed. “You’re okay with the whole kids situation thing.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane scooted over to make room and patted the bed. This wasn’t a conversation to be had from across the room. “I love the girls. I’m more than okay with the whole kids situation thing.” 
 
“Okay.” she came to sit next to him, feet close together and hands clasped in her lap. “So. Your Dad says one of the girls is named Mayday.” 
 
“Mariya.” Shane corrected with a smile. “But Mayday, yeah.” 
 
“Why is she Mayday?” Yuna wanted to know, and Shane’s smile widened, “Because she brings the doom. Duh.” 
 
“Duh.” she huffed a quiet laugh. “And the other one. Nadine. The goalie. She’s got a real bad stutter?” 
 
“Nadya talks fine.” Shane countered firmly. “She trips over her words some, but she talks fine. And yes, she’s our goalie.” 
 
“Twins.” 
 
“Seven almost eight years old, yeah.” Shane watched as Yuna did the math, her lips moving silently and fingers tapping as she counted the years from 2014 forward. “They’re really great kids. And Ilya’s a really good Dad. Svetlana is involved, but she lives full time in Boston so it’s just Ilya and–” 
 
“And you.” she finished hesitantly. “Ilya Rozanov and you with the kids all the time?” 
 
“I’m around more than I used to be.” Shane hedged. “We’re taking it slow, so outside of practice and games, I haven’t spent a whole lot of time just us and the girls, but we’re getting there.” 
 
“Well.” Yuna pursed her lips, tone tentative like she was choosing her words carefully, like she was trying not to overstep and scare her historically skittish son right into shutting down again. “Well, I look forward to hopefully one day getting the chance to–” 
 
“Yes, Mom.” Shane had more or less conquered that knee jerk reaction to shut down when conversations got difficult, he’d put the work and effort into not reverting to frozen, to auto pilot, to scripted planned answers when things got awkward. He knew his Mom was being careful and cautious phrasing things and it made him a little bit sad the same way the room feeling small and the house not feeling like home made him a little bit sad, so he took her hand, threading their fingers together and squeezing gently. “I’d like you to meet the girls. Ilya too, obviously. Me and him have to finish figuring our shit out first, but then definitely. You and Dad both. It’s really important to me that you guys come and meet him and the girls once we’re ready. I’m um–” 
 
He took a deep breath. “I’m tired of hiding. Tired of having like– like this whole other part of my life I can’t ever tell anyone about. Especially you and Dad. Me and Ilya aren’t telling everyone yet, but I want you to know. And one day I want you to meet him and the girls. Officially. They’re the coolest little family.” 
 
“Okay.” Yuna sniffed and wiped her nose. Dashed her hand at the corner of her teary eyes and cleared her throat trying to disguise the motion. “Okay. That would be fine with me. Yes. Meeting those little girls and the boy who makes you this happy would be–” she cleared her throat again. “Yes. That sounds really good. You um– you’re sure he’s good to you?” 
 
“Yes.” Shane thought about the morning, about 4:00 am and cinnamon rolls and coffee, about stupid contests with heart emojis and the various koala pictures he had stored on his phone because Ilya somehow amassed a collection of them for all of Shane’s moods, about keychains and jerseys and a stupid little disco ball hanging in his office and the way Ilya’s eyes went wide and his breath got shivery like he’d fall right to pieces whenever Shane reached for him first. 
 
“Yeah.” Yes. Fuck yes. Yes yes yes. “He’s really good to me.” 
 
“And you’re good to him?” Yuna prompted. “Because that’s important too, Shane. I’d run Rozanov over if I thought he wasn’t treating you right–” 
 
“Holy shit, Mom.” 
 
“--but I’d feel like your Dad and I failed somewhere along the line if you didn’t know how to treat Ilya right too.” she finished sternly. “So. You’re good to him?” 
 
“I’m really really trying to be.” 
 
“That's that then.” Yuna slapped her hands at her thighs and stood up all in a rush. “Alright. Well, I’m going to leave before I get blubbery. Hopefully your Dad is in the kitchen keeping an eye on my cooking, otherwise we will have to go out for dinner tonight. If my recipe doesn’t work out, do you have any preference for a restaurant?” 
 
“We could order Thai in?” Shane suggested hopefully and Yuna nodded, ruffling her fingers through his hair gently, “Okay. Dinner will either be done in fifteen minutes or I’ll be calling for delivery. I’ll let you know.” 
 
“I’ll be up in a few minutes.” he promised, then, “Love you.” 
 
“Damn it.” Yuna cursed and wiped her eyes again. “I mean yes, I love you too. I’m going to get a drink. See you upstairs?” 
 
“Take it easy on that half a shot of Fireball.” he grinned, and she rolled her eyes, “It’s Spring Shane, I’ve moved on to half shots of tequila and citrus.” 
 
“Right. Of course.” He rolled his eyes right back at her. “Springtime liquor. What was I thinking?” 
 
Once Yuna had returned upstairs and Shane could just faintly hear the sound of her exclaiming over David’s presence in the kitchen, he reached for his phone to read the newest text from Ilya. 
 
From Lily: Tell me about your bedroom. Is there a poster of me above your bed?
 
From Jane: Why would there be a poster of you above my bed?
 
From Lily: So teenage Shane Hollander could jerk off to it. Obviously. 
 
From Jane: No, Ilya. That’s gross. 
 
From Jane: I used all the tear out posters of you from the magazines that did the rookie year interviews about us. Easier to hide.
 
From Lily: Shane Hollander with innocent brown eyes and freckles secretly hiding sexy magazine posters of me under his bed? Teenage me would have died of horny. 
 
From Jane: Sounds like adult you might die of horny, too. 
 
From Lily: True. 
 
From Lily: Fuck, I already miss you. 
 
From Jane: Yeah, I already miss you too. 
 
****
 
Thursday was surgery day. Not a big deal. Shane drove his parents to the out patient center partly because he knew the way so well after countless post operation check ups of his own, partly so Yuna wouldn’t have to decide between watching the road and pre-emptively fussing over David. 
 
“Honey, it’s not a big deal!” David reassured his usually practical wife, who was caught in an uncharacteristic bout of anxiety over the upcoming procedure. “Like you said when you nagged me–” 
 
“I do not nag, David Hollander.” 
 
“--when you so supportively encouraged me to take the sooner appointment slot,” David corrected without missing a beat, and Shane met his Dad’s eyes in the rearview mirror to share a quick smile. “It really isn’t a big deal. They aren’t even going to put me all the way under. We’ll be in and out in a couple hours! No problem!” 
 
Nothing medical related was ever as easy as in and out in a couple hours, but relatively speaking, the very minor carpal tunnel surgery for David’s wrists wasn’t anything for Yuna to be worked up about. It certainly wasn’t anything that required Shane’s presence in the waiting room for the duration of the procedure, but Yuna held his hand tight enough to hurt the entire time, so Shane scrolled through his phone one handed and stayed right there next to his Mom anyway. 
 
Some things were just better faced together, some trials and tribulations and emotionally, physically taxing moments were easier with family. Yuna and David had sat in the waiting room for all the endless hours of Shane’s multiple surgeries and recovery, they’d spent days and weeks by his side while he re-learned how to walk on his reconstructed leg. Shane had been too stuck in his head, too stuck in his pain and spiraling depression to appreciate his their constant presence, more than once he’d snapped at them to leave, he’d pushed their hand away, more times than he wanted to admit, Shane had taken his anger and frustration and hurt out on them and then retreated into himself to wallow in miserable silence for days. 
 
But Yuna and David had never faltered or got angry back or left, so the least Shane could do was show up to support Yuna while she stressed to the max about a minor, fairly routine sort of procedure for David. The least he could do was drive over and spend a few days with the people who had loved him through all the best days and through all the ugliest days. The least he could do was, 
 
“Mom.” Shane shook Yuna awake as gently as he could when the nurse came out to wave them through into the back room to see David. “Mom? Come on. We can go see Dad.” 
 
“Oh shoot.” Yuna rubbed at her eyes, then at her face self consciously. “Sorry, Shane. I didn’t mean to fall asleep on your shoulder. I’ve been up stressing all night, all week really. I know this sort of surgery isn’t a big deal, but your Dad’s never even really been sick and the thought of him getting surgery, I don't know, I just couldn’t–” 
 
“It’s okay.” Shane held onto her purse and wrapped a steadying arm around her waist. “That’s why I’m here, right? To help with all this. We’ll get Dad, I’ll drive us back to the house and you both can get some rest. Come on.” 
 
“Gee, you sure grew up into a kind hearted, well behaved, kid.” She elbowed him gently. “Who the hell raised you?” 
 
“You did.” Shane told her dryly as they made their way down the hall, and Yuna laughed in quiet delight, “You’re damn right I did.” 
 
“See, babydoll? Not a big deal!” On the way back to the Montreal house, David was still thoroughly convinced of the small-deal-ness of the surgery, but his repeated exclamations of everything being fine were a little bit slurred, hilariously high pitched, pain-medication assisted right into loopiness. Shane kept checking the rearview mirror and laughing at Yuna snuggled into David’s side trying to actually check on him and keep tabs on his pain level while David lolled his head back and forth and sighed about how good the air conditioning felt.  
 
“Here we go, here we go, take it easy.” Shane had been taller and stronger than his Dad since halfway through highschool, but he still wheezed a little helping a groggy, unsteady David from the backseat and up the steps to the house. “Mom, don’t worry about the paperwork and medication, I’ll come back out and get it. Is the room all set up for Dad?” 
 
“Yeah, let me get ahead of you here–” 
 
Yuna scooted around to get into the house first, hurrying down the hall to the bedroom to make sure there wasn’t anything on the floor that might be a tripping hazard, stacking pillows and clearing the side tables so there was room for water, for medication, for David’s e-reader and headphones for his audio books. Shane got his Dad into the house, into the bedroom and settled, then ducked back out to retrieve everything else from the car and to give his Mom and Dad a minute of privacy for Yuna to fuss and for David to maybe get the kiss that– much to Shane’s chagrin– he’d been less than subtly begging Yuna for the entire car ride home. 
 
“Hey Mom?” David was already asleep by the time Shane joined his Mom in the kitchen after getting jackets put away in the closet, paperwork on the counter where they could consult it for any needs, a reminder for the post op appointment on Monday written on the calendar and logged into his phone, and the assorted medication set up within easy reach in the bedroom. “Do you have any recipes from obaachan?” 
 
Yuna unwrapped the pan of stroganoff she’d pre-assembled and put in the fridge that morning, and smiled at him curiously, “What made you think of Aya-obaachan and her recipes?” She wanted to know. “You stopped eating any of the Japanese recipes when you were fourteen. Said it didn’t work with your diet and you couldn’t handle the textures.” 
 
“No, I know.” Shane tried not to outwardly grimace as Yuna stirred the stroganoff casserole, added several more cups of the ultra creamy, ultra savory sauce she’d set aside from cooking that morning, and topped it with generous handfuls of crispy, fried onions. “Um–” 
 
Shane had spent most of his life quietly separating what he could or would eat from what he couldn’t or wouldn’t eat. Yuna had raised him to be polite, to say thank you, to calmly sort his food out in whatever necessary ways to avoid causing scenes at any of the high profile dinners or fundraisers or awards ceremonies they’d always attended. David had taught Shane how to fake his way through a meal, to eat safe foods ahead of time so he legitimately wasn’t hungry when a less than palatable meal was placed in front of him, David had encouraged Shane to spend more time socializing, to keep up a running conversation so he could blame not eating much on being too busy and engaged. 
 
They’d had the best intentions, teaching Shane how to mask and deflect, but really all they’d taught him to do was to be better and better at hiding his food… issues. The textures he couldn’t deal with, the portion sizes he couldn’t force down, the menu items that went against his obsessive need to chart and follow and starve through an ultra restrictive diet. Shane had gotten good at pretending, both in restaurants and fundraisers and even at family dinners. Now he was actively trying, actively working, actively healing from that too loud voice in his subconscious that still tried to police every bite he took, but stroganoff had always been tough. Too creamy but also too crunchy with the onions on top, too many noodles and not enough meat to counter it, too much dairy, too much too much too much. 
 
It was David’s favorite dish. That’s why Yuna had made it for the first, post surgery meal and that’s why Shane had never complained about it even after so many years. Yuna probably didn’t even know Shane couldn’t handle the odd consistency of casseroles and specifically stroganoff because he’d never once said anything about it. 
 
It wouldn’t be a big deal to scoop the fried onions off the stroganoff or strain the meat and noodle casserole through a slotted spoon before putting it on his plate just like he used to.  It wasn’t a big deal to skip the bread, to separate his side salad, to chat with his Mom so she wouldn’t notice or at least wouldn’t comment on how little he actually ate. It wasn’t a big deal. 
 
…He couldn’t help but think about Ilya though. Shane watched his mom cover the casserole in all the garnishes and sauce and thought about how Ilya would most certainly make Shane a separate dish without the onions. He’d do something to lighten the heavy sauce and only cook with enough to ensure the dish didn’t dry out, then portion out the rest and serve it separately so Shane could add it as wanted. 
 
That’s what Ilya did for Mariya, he’d definitely do it for Shane, no questions asked and no clarifications needed. Ilya probably wouldn’t even need to be told how to handle the casserole dish, he’d just know. He’d take what he knew about Shane, throw in a few guesses from what he knew about Mariya and simply adjust. Yuna had dealt with the ins and outs of Shane’s struggles with food for years and had done her best to accommodate while making sure Shane didn’t stick out or draw any unnecessary attention or get branded and labeled as weird, but Ilya–
 
Well. 
 
Shane realized, with a little jolt of amusement and an odd pang in his heart that felt like loneliness, that being with Ilya had spoiled him when it came to food and his preferences and the level of pampering he’d started to expect as normal. 
 
Huh. 
 
“Shane?” Yuna set the timer on the oven and wiped her hands on a towel. “Where’d you go, baby. You sort of drifted off there.” 
 
“Sorry I was thinking about,” being spoiled in very specific ways by a very intense Russian. “about food. The recipes.”
 
“Righhhht.” She dragged the word out like she didn’t quite believe his smiley spaciness was recipe related. “And then I said you stopped eating it because of diet restrictions and texture issues, and you just sort of…” She waved her hand towards the windows. “You okay?”
 
“Yeah.” Shane folded his arms and leaned against the counter so he wouldn’t text Ilya right then and there and interrogate him about stroganoff. “Obaachan’s recipes. Do you have some?” 
 
“I’m sure I could dig some up.” Yuna poured herself a glass of water and popped a couple migraine pills. “What made you think of Aya’s cooking? Or Japanese cooking at all?"
 
“I’ve been trying to cook more.” Shane said first. “And my diet isn’t as strict anymore. And I thought you know, it’d be good to remember her original recipes, right? So long as they aren’t too complicated, I guess.”
 
Sticking to his self imposed and therapist approved eating schedule and new recipe regime was hard enough, it would be worse if the recipe called for weird ingredients and complicated instructions.
 
Shane said the normal thing first, the regular, believable, definitely true but also not the whole story thing first. 
 
Then he thought about his Mom tearing up because she was so happy to hear he was being treated right, that he was trying to treat Ilya right, Yuna had gotten emotional because she finally was privy to a piece of Shane’s life that wasn’t hockey or hockey related or painful from the loss of hockey. 
 
So. 
 
“Ilya’s Mama passed away when he was twelve.” The heartbreaking details weren’t his to share, so Shane didn’t elaborate. “He only has a few of his Mama's recipes left, but he makes them with the twins all the time. He talks through the recipes in Russian so he doesn’t lose the memory of her, and so the twins know something of their grandma and sometimes he makes the recipes for me. So I thought if I had some recipes from obaachan, then I could make Japanese food for Ilya and the girls and maybe–” 
 
“Oh good grief.” Yuna snatched at the kitchen towel to blot her eyes, and hiccuped through an embarrassed laugh. “Kiddo, I am too goddamn emotional for all of this. You decide to come home after we haven’t hardly seen you in the last year, you never stop smiling talking about Montbonne and your new life and how your boyfriend treats you so good, and now you want my Mom’s recipes so you can share them with Ilya Rozanov and his adorable girls so they have family recipes passed down? No.” 
 
“No.” She propped a hand on her hip and wagged her finger at him. “I’m going to need you to tone it down. I can’t deal with all of that and be worried about your Dad acting a fool while he’s off his rocker on pain pills. Nope. Quit with the sentimental stuff or get out.” 
 
“Quit with the sentimental stuff or get out.” Shane snorted, “Wow, Mom.” 
 
“Don’t push it Shane, I am menopausal as hell.” She gulped at her cup of water, then held the glass to her forehead and forced out another deep breath. “Okay. I’ve got a timer set for the stroganoff. I’m going to go lay down for a little bit with your Dad, will you come wake me when the food’s ready?” 
 
“I will.” Shane promised. “But hey. While we're talking about looking up old stuff. Do you have any of my old hockey stuff still? Like from rookie year? Press photos or those stupid promo posters they used to make up to promote the Montreal and Boston games?” 
 
“There’s a couple boxes in the study.” she confirmed. “Are you looking for anything specific?” 
 
“No, just want to look through it.” Sharing the reason behind the recipe request had been fine. The reason behind hunting for old photos of he and Ilya from those tumultuous early years was one Shane was keeping to himself. “I’ll come get you for dinner.” 
 
“Thanks, sweetie. See you in a bit.” 
 
*****
 
From Lily: When did you possibly have time to make binders for practice plays and drills and schedule. Pages were labeled and everything. Diagrams and alternates and spreadsheet about which girl is doing good or needs work on certain plays? 
 
From Jane: I feel like that’s a normal thing for a coach to have. 
 
From Lily: For U9 Girls team? No. Is insane. 
 
From Jane: It worked though, didn’t it? All you had to do was get the Thursday practice sheet out of the binder and follow it exactly. Practice should have been easy for you and the girls. 
 
From Lily: It did work, yes. Was very easy for me. But the girls are suspicious of me. All practice all I heard were complaints about how I did not do a thing the way Coach Hollander does. I blew whistle too long and skated too fast and did not call out girls names as they did figure eights around face off circles. They do not think I am qualified to coach them and they did not believe me when I said I used to be as good as you.
 
From Jane: That’s my girls. 
 
From Jane: Do you have any thoughts about baked beef stroganoff casserole. 
 
From Lily: Is Stroganov, not stroganoff. What about it? 
 
From Jane: Do you ever make it? 
 
From Lily: Yes, but more traditional recipe and different for girls. Cubed meat not ground burger. No crispy onions on top, only cooked onions with meat. We eat over potatoes not noodles and I do not bake it, that is overkill. I keep sauce separate. 
 
From Jane: Because Nadya would drown her plate in sauce but Mariya would only eat a little sauce with the beef and definitely wouldn’t eat crispy onions on top of it. 
 
From Lily: Yes, and same for you, I think. Little sauce, no onions right? Besides, if the beef is cooked and flavored the right way, you do not need to overload with sauce and noodles and toppings. 
 
From Lily: Is this a hint? Do you want me to make stroganov for you when you are home again? 
 
From Jane: Nope :) :) :)
 
At the house in East End Montbonne, Ilya tapped at the multiple emojis thoughtfully. 
 
From Lily: Why smiley text message? 
 
From Jane: You spoil me with food. I’m just getting used to it. 
 
From Lily: With hypothetical stroganov dish?
 
From Jane: Yep :) :) :)
 
From Lily: Weirdo. 
 
“Daddy.” Mariya popped up at Ilya’s side. “What are you doing?” 
 
“I am talking to Coach.” Ilya put the phone down on the couch and opened his arms for her. “What do you want? You have snacks, you have books, you have too many toys and army of stuffed animals. What else do you need before you leave me alone in peace and quiet?” 
 
“Money.” Mariya answered matter of factly as she crawled into his lap, and Ilya sighed out loud, patted through his pockets and pulled out a crumpled bill, telling her to, “Put in swear jar to go to DisneyWORLD. And do not tell your sister, she will want money too and then I will run out of money and we will be penniless. Do you want to be penniless, Masha?” 
 
“I dunno what that means.” Mariya pocketed the bill, then leaned over the couch to peer at Ilya’s phone screen. “Where is Coach?” 
 
“With his Mama and Papa, remember?” Ilya tucked an errant curl deeper into her braid so it didn’t hang in her face. “In Montreal.” 
 
“When will he be home?” 
 
“Not too many days longer. He will be home maybe Saturday or Sunday.” It was too many days, actually. Shane being gone ten days was too many days. Ilya didn’t like it. He had traveled a few times for a couple days in a row with the girls, Shane had gone to Mexico over the holidays, it wasn’t as if they’d never been apart, hell it wasn’t even as if they saw each other every single day, so going a few days absent was unprecedented. 
 
But ten days was a lot of days. Too many days. Far too many days when lately their kisses were skewing more and more grabby bitey desperate and even casual touches seemed to spark at their fingertips and ignite smoldering in Ilya’s core. Just a few days ago Shane had whined soft soft under his breath and sucked Ilya’s thumb into his mouth, then tucked into Ilya’s chest like he wanted to crawl right into Ilya’s body and nest somewhere in his bones and that was fine.
 
That was really fucking fine, because lately Ilya was starting to feel like he was gonna vibrate out of his skin if he had to keep saying good-bye when really he wanted to tell Shane to stay.  They were having conversations that felt like moving forward, it had already been almost six weeks of promising to take it slow and then Shane had whispered needy and clinging that he missed Ilya in very specific ways…
 
Ten days was too many days. He was going insane. Montreal was an eight almost nine hour drive south and east and Ilya had been trying to talk himself out of dropping the girls with Alicia and making that eight almost nine hour drive to get to Shane’s side because ten days was too many goddamn days worth of distance when so many things were almost happening between the two of them, fuck. 
 
Fuck. 
 
“Daddy.” 
 
“Yes Masha.” Ilya closed his eyes and counted backwards from about a million trying to get his mind back on track. “What is it?”
 
“Is Coach your boyfriend?” she wanted to know, and Ilya schooled his expression and calmed his tone so he didn’t sound half as anxious as he suddenly felt when he asked, “Why would you ask this?” 
 
“Wh-wh-what are we asking?” Nadya wandered downstairs when her sister had been gone long enough to annoying, and she clambered over the top of the couch then barrel rolled down the cushions to land with a quiet oof, and scrambled around to tuck in closer to his side. “Wh-wh-what is it?” 
 
“If Coach is Daddy’s boyfriend.” Mariya promptly fished the wadded up bill from her pocket and shoved it in her twin’s face. “I got money.” 
 
“I wannnnt money!” Nadya cried and Ilya sighed, patted at his pockets, found another crumpled bill and handed it over to her. “Th-thank you, Daddy.” 
 
“We will be penniless.” he informed them both blandly, but neither twin knew what that word meant, so they blissfully compared the new money and Ilya could only smile about it. 
 
But, “Is he?” Nadya neatly folded her money into a square and put it in her pocket. “Is C-Coach your boyf-friend?” 
 
“Ah.” Ilya cleared his throat. “What makes you ask this?” 
 
“Madi’s mom has a new boyfriend.” Mariya crammed her money back in her pocket carelessly. “Madi says her mom smiles at her phone all day and laughs a lot with him.” 
 
“That’s wh-what you do with Coach.” Nadya pointed out. “You smile all th-th-the time.” 
 
“Yes.” a quick nod from Mariya. “All the time time. Smiling. Like this.” she hooked her fingers at her cheeks and pulled them into a clownish smile. “That is you.” 
 
“It’s y-you, Daddy.” Nadya agreed solemnly. “And you l-like him. You said it.” 
 
“I do like Coach.” Ilya set his arm at Nadya’s narrow little shoulders, scooping her into a half hug that he sorely needed as he dug deep for the courage to ask his precocious, precious daughters, “Would it be okay if Coach was my boyfriend?” 
 
“Maybe.” Mariya twisted her lips uncertainty. “But boys are gross.” 
 
“I am a boy.” he pointed out, and Mariya shook her head quickly, “No, you are Daddy.” 
 
“Okay.” Her quick reassurance warmed that same gentle place in Ilya’s heart it always did, the unconditional easy acceptance and blunt innocence never failing to make him smile. “What about Coach? Is Coach gross?” 
 
“No.” Nadya decided that time. “Because he-he-he is Coach. Not a boy.” 
 
“Hmm.” Ilya pretended to mull it over. “So if I am not gross and Coach is not gross, is okay if we are boyfriends?” 
 
“I dunno.” Mariya leaned over to check with Nadya at the same time Nadya leaned around Ilya to check with Mariya, and Ilya had to bite back a laugh at how oddly in sync they were, how weirdly linked they were as sisters and as twins. 
 
“Y-Yes.” Nadya delivered the verdict after a moment of silent but apparently thorough eye contact conversation with Mariya. “Ok-kay if you are boyfriends.” 
 
“Okay then.” Ilya plonked a kiss on each of their foreheads. “I will ask Coach and see if he wants to be my boyfriend. Now go put money in swear jar.” 
 
“No, it’s mmmine.” Nadya covered her pocket protectively, and Mariya immediately latched onto Nadya’s stubborness and declared, “It’s our money! No swear jar!” 
 
“You will bankrupt me!” 
 
The empty threat meant absolutely nothing to a pair of girls who had cash in their pockets and were just fine with their Dad having a boyfriend so long as it was someone like Coach and not some other gross boy. 
 
Ilya stood at the bottom of the stairs and watched them scamper back up to their little second floor kingdom, then pulled the rest of the cash out of his pockets and dropped it in the swear jar anyway, cramming it into the almost full container on his way through the kitchen and tapping the line Svetlana had drawn near the top and labeled Disney World.
 
Maybe they would empty the jar early and he’d take the girls to Disney World right after school got out for the summer. 
 
…Maybe Shane would come with them. 
 
*****
 
Monday 
 
From Jane: Ready for practice tonight? 
 
From Lily: Yes. How is your dad? Post op appointment go okay?
 
From Jane: Yeah Dad’s doing fine. Already stressing my mom out thinking he can do regular things around the house. He’s recovering really well.
 
From Lily: What are you doing tonight?
 
From Jane: Hayden and Jackie and kids are coming by for dinner. 
 
From Lily: Pike? I hate that guy.
 
From Jane: Seriously you can’t hold a grudge against someone you haven’t seen in over ten years. 
 
From Lily: You underestimate strength of Russian grudge.
 
From Jane: Oh my god.
 
*****
 
“Shane.” 
 
Hayden walked right through the front door, right past Yuna getting up to greet him, right past David propped comfortably in the living room recliner and all but stomped his way directly to Shane in the kitchen to practically tackle him into a full body, full strength, fully emotional hug. 
 
“Holy fuck, bud.” Hayden pulled away to clasp a hard hand at Shane’s shoulder and clear his throat, “It’s good to fuckin’ see you.” then grabbed Shane in again for a back pounding, muffled something about missing him, holding onto his shirt embrace. 
 
“Holy swear jar, Hayden.” Shane tried to laugh it off, but he was emotional too, and he had to stop and breathe, had to stop and swallow before he could manage a smile at his best friend. “It’s really good to see you.” 
 
“You’ve put on weight, huh?” Hayden meant it as a compliment. He balled up his fist and slugged at Shane’s shoulder and meant that Shane didn’t look as sharply muscular defined as he did when he was obsessive about his diet and his workout and how his diet complemented his workout and how his increasingly difficult workouts affected his diet. He set his hand at Shane’s back gentler and meant that Shane didn’t look haunted and gaunt and wasting away like he had after the first surgery, after the second surgery, after the retirement announcement. 
 
“You look good.” Hayden said Shane put on weight and he meant that it was the first time in a really fucking long time he’d seen his friend healthy and settled and actually smiling cos everything was really fine and it meant an awful lot to Hayden, but he didn’t have all the words for all of that, so instead he ribbed, “Not doing much up there in Montbonne besides listening to loons and get your snack on, huh?” 
 
“Oh man.” Shane laughed a little. There wasn’t much more to do in Montbonne besides listening to and chasing after Mighty Loons and spending hours in a bakery snacking on whatever sweet thing Ilya whipped up, and that was exactly the way Shane liked it. “You have no idea how true that is.” 
 
“Hi, Yuna.” Jackie finally made it through the door with the four kids in tow. She stopped to hug Yuna, had a gentle squeeze and a kiss on the cheek for David, then with a quick admonishment to the kids to definitely not jump all over David because he was still sore from surgery, she pushed and shoved and huffed at Hayden to, “Get out of the way and let me see him too! Quit hogging Shane!” 
 
“He’s my friend, babe!” Hayden tried to protest and Shane grinned when Jackie bodily bullied her husband out of the way then stood on her toes to pull him down into a hug. 
 
“Jackie.” She was one of Shane’s favorite people, a perfect foil to Hayden’s nonsense, always warm and always welcoming, she’d folded Shane into their little family right from the start and he adored her. She’d been a lifeline after his injury, supportive and understanding and tempering Hayden’s well meaning but often intrusive attempts at helping, when Shane had called from the road already halfway to moving to Montbonne, she’d cried in the background of the phone call while Hayden cursed worried about his friend up and disappearing to the middle of nowhere and fuck– fuck Shane had missed her. 
 
“Hey.”  He scooped her in and hugged her tight, turning his head into her hair and holding her close. “It’s really good to see you.” 
 
“I’m so glad you’re home.” Jackie’s eyebrows rose surprised when Shane hugged her so long, but after a minute the surprise turned into tears gathering in the corner of her eyes when he clung to her, and she sniffed a little, looping her arms tighter at his neck and squeezing him in. “And as soon,” sniff. “As soon as you let me go, I might kick you in the shins for being gone so long, do you understand?” 
 
“I understand, yeah.” Shane kissed her forehead as they pulled apart. “That’s probably fair.” 
 
“Miss you, bud.” Jackie smiled wobbly, rubbed at Shane’s arms a few times, then turned to Yuna and announced, “Well, I’m too emotional for all this. Why don’t you pour me a drink?” 
 
Yuna laughed knowingly and motioned her to the other side of the kitchen where glasses were already chilling and the drinks were ready to be mixed, “Come here. I’ve got good tequila.” 
 
“Oh thank God.” 
 
“She was pretty worked up about you being home again.” Hayden told Shane as the two women started up a conversation “Kept fussing about how it’s been almost a year since the last time we actually saw you face to face, how we should’a gone to Montbonne and made sure you were okay.” 
 
His face creased in concern, “Should we have come up and seen you? Every time we talked you said you were doin’ alright, so–” 
 
“Hayden.” Shane shook his head. “Don’t even worry about it.” 
 
“If you say so.” Hayden let it go with a little shrug, then cupped his hands to his mouth and called, “Kids! Quit bothering David and get in here and say hi to Uncle Shane.” then with a grin that was almost devious, he warned Shane, “Incoming, bud. Brace yourself.” 
 
“Uncle Shane!” 
 
“Uncle Shane!” 
 
“Hi hi hi hi hi hi!” 
 
“Shane Shane Shane Shane!” 
 
Four pairs of feet came thundering down the hall and around the corner into the kitchen. Hayden stood back out of the way of the melee and grinned as first the twins, then Amber and finally Arthur all threw themselves at Shane for long overdue hugs. 
 
“Oh holy–” Shane barely avoided a swear jar death glare from Jackie, and corrected at the last second. “Holy cow. Hey, kids. Hey.” 
 
Hayden fully expected Shane to grimace under the attack of kid hugs. He was honestly ready to laugh over just how quick he expected Shane would switch from happy to see the kids to thoroughly overwhelmed by all the kids.  
 
Usually Shane lasted about five minutes total with the girls before he started looking like he had a headache. The twins were loud, talking over one another and finishing each other’s sentences, sometimes trailing off into side conversations of their own and then being wholly offended when no one else could ever keep up with their stream of chatter, while Amber by herself was every bit as loud as the twins combined because she wanted so badly to be a big girl like her sisters.
 
Shane had always been closest to Arthur, had spent hours playing quiet Hot Wheels or sorting lego and builder kit pieces with Arthur while the girls caused chaos somewhere else in the house, but lately Arthur had picked up the habit of grabbing hands and yanking on arms and stomping toes as he jumped and shouted and tried to make himself heard over the chaos of all the girls and Hayden was sure Shane would beg out of it all with a smile and pat on their heads and slightly panicked expression–
 
But. 
 
“I can’t believe how big you girls got, you’re so pretty!” Shane had big hugs for each of the twins, holding their hands and listening intently as they rattled off random facts about their hair, about being twelve, about middle school and boys and ew Mom still tried to dress them the same all the time and they hated that, but they were going out for track in a few weeks once hockey was over and super excited to start running and–and– and–
 
“Amber.” Shane crouched all the way down to talk to Amber, clicking his tongue when she kept shrieking at him and telling her, “Ten to twenty percent off the top, sweetheart. I’m down here by you, yeah? You don’t hafta shout about it.” 
 
“Sorry, Uncle Shane.” was Amber’s very quick apology before it was her turn to launch into a better volume moderated but still rapid fire information dump about all the significant events of her last year, including how many goals she’d scored in her own U9 division and how she wore her Daddy’s number on the ice and hey didn’t Uncle Shane coach now, could she play for his team, were the girls nice because sometimes the girls were mean on her team. 
 
“Our season is almost over just like yours, but if you come up for free skate sometime, I have a whole team of girls that would love to be your friend.” Shane assured her. “Plus I know these girls Mariya and Nadya and they would love you. You three could take on the big girls,” he motioned towards the older twins, “and finally win a water balloon fight for once, huh?” 
 
“YES!” Amber punched her little fist in the air, then whirled around to point a vicious finger at her big sisters, “Get ready to lose!!”
 
“Oh yeah, you and Mayday will get along great.” Much to Hayden’s ill disguised shock and to Arthur’s absolute delight, Shane sat right down on the kitchen floor with him, criss crossing his legs and patting his knee invitingly, then leaving his arms loose so Arthur had the option without any pressure. 
 
“Hey bud.” 
 
“Hi, Uncle Shane.” Arthur didn’t sit on Shane’s lap, but he sat right next to Shane and mirrored his posture, legs criss crossed and arms loose. Without the competition from his sisters, he was quiet, self contained, his little features placid. He started off telling Shane about school, about art class, then switched to talking about dinosaurs and did Shane know about giant sloths? Did he know about them? 
 
Shane thought about Blitzen the Sloth he’d bought Nadya and made a mental note to buy one for Arthur, then another note to get the kids up to Montbonne as soon as possible because Nadya and Arthur were two peas in a pod while Amber and Mayday were a pending incident and it would be really fucking fun. 
 
“Off the floor boys, time to eat.” Yuna called at some point later and Jackie called louder, “Girls! Quit bothering David and go wash up for dinner!”
 
“Oh, they aren’t bothering me.” Four days after his surgery, David was doing fairly fine, recovering about as well as could be expected with only the normal amount of lingering pain from the procedure, and he was all smiles as he meandered into the dining room with the three girls still glued to his side talking his ear off. “It’s nice to have the kids around again, it’s been so long since we’ve all been together!”
 
“Sure has.” Hayden automatically held out a hand to help Shane off the floor, but Shane brushed him off and stood by himself, a hand braced at his left leg as he straightened up stiff after sitting on the hard tile for so long. 
 
“Hey.” Hayden followed Shane to the stove so they could carry the heavy main dishes out to the table together. “When uh— when did you get so good with kids?”
 
“What do you mean?” Shane hefted the tray with the big roast, potatoes and vegetables all piled on. “I’ve always liked your kids.”
 
“No, I know.” Hayden grabbed several of the side platters. “But usually you can handle like five minutes with the girls and maybe fifteen with Arthur. Now you’re super patient and — and I dunno. Talking with them a lot?”
 
“Right.” Shane side eyed him uncertainly. “I haven’t seen them in a while and wanted to catch up. Why are you being weird about it?”
 
“I know you love the kids.” Hayden looked like maybe he wasn’t even sure what he was trying to say. “But you’ve never been great with them. Then you disappear into the woods and show back up as like, the kid whisperer?”
 
“The kid whisperer?” Shane repeated with a snort. “No Hayden, I coach U9 hockey. Ninety percent of my social interactions are with seven and eight year olds. I guess I'm just better at it than I used to be. Kids used to make me uncomfortable, now they don't. Isn't that a good thing?"
 
“You’ve known my kids since they were born.” Hayden pointed out. “A couple months coaching and you’re more comfortable than you ever were after years with me and my family?”
 
“It’s not that I’m more comfortable with the team, than with your kids.” Shane shook his head. “It’s not that. I just, you know, finally had time to be comfortable I guess.”
 
“I’m just saying—" Hayden wasn’t sure what he was saying, but something about Shane disappearing out of their lives and suddenly finding the time and patience to connect and engage and be eye to eye understanding with other people’s kids when before Shane had always been reserved, hesitant with too much physical affection and always scheduled with his visits before apologizing for being overstimulated and inevitably ducking out early really sorta… rankled him.
 
“Let it go.” Jackie overheard enough of the conversation to get the gist of it, and she set her hand lightly as Hayden’s back as she passed, kissed his cheek and murmured, “It’s a real stupid look to be jealous that your friend got over enough of his issues to successfully coach a kids team and now our kids are benefitting from that. You can’t possibly be upset about that.”
 
“It just seems like if he wanted to, he could have put the effort in for our—”
 
“Stop.” Jackie warned him. She understood, of course she did. It was great to see Shane have finally overcome his hang ups or issues or shyness or whatever to finally make big changes in his life and to be so openly comfortable around the noise and overstimulation that came with four kids clamoring for his attention, but it did sort of beg the question of why he wouldn’t or couldn’t or didn’t feel comfortable enough around them and at home to make those changes sooner. 
 
Still though, “Shane’s had a helluva year.” She reminded him gently. “You lost your best bud, but his life imploded. We need to be glad he’s home and smiling and let the rest of it go.”
 
Hayden was glad Shane was home and smiling, so he made an honest attempt to let the rest of it go, and joined everyone around the table. 
 
The little house in Montreal was at least ten times louder that night for supper that it had been in ages. Yuna and Jackie had struck up an affectionate friendship over the years of watching Shane and Hayden play, and they gossiped with each other over the children’s heads as they passed dishes, poured drinks, interfered in attempted food fights and generally tried to manage the always simmering chaos that came with four overly excited kids. 
 
And the kids were overly excited. Hayden was home after a lengthy stretch of away games and they competed with one another for his attention. Jackie had brought along her world famous triple layer chocolate-chocolate cake and the kids were vibrating in their seats trying to eat enough pot roast and vegetables to justify getting a thick slice of dessert. David was their favorite person besides their own actual grandparents, and all four of the kids desperately wanted his attention as well. But then again, Uncle Shane had finally emerged from the deep dark woods or wherever he’d gone after he got hurt and oh boy they wanted to sit with him, talk with him, hear about the team he coached and his life in Montbonne and no amount of attempted re-direction by Hayden or Jackie managed to do much more than temper the volume for a minute or two before the kids got wound up all over again. 
 
It was a lot. Dinner was a lot. It was a far cry from Shane’s usual solitary dinners in the cabin, a different type of intense from the noisy but friendly meals at Jacob’s place, and nothing like the comfortable easy calm that marked sharing early morning pastries at the bakery with Ilya, or private lunches at the bakery with Ilya, or late afternoon after practice cupcakes while the girls played and Ilya came in close for a kiss…
 
From Jane: I miss you. 
 
Belatedly, Shane realized he’d been quiet for at least ten minutes, and he shook himself back to the moment just in time to formulate a halfway decent answer to one of Amber’s endless questions. 
 
Yuna was the only one at the table who caught Shane spacing out, and then very quickly grabbing for his phone to send a text. Dinner was chaotic and noisy and fun, and she was the only one who noticed Shane’s smile dip and his eyes go a little distant for the ten or fifteen seconds before his phone lit up with an answering text. 
 
From Lily: I knew it. Hayden Pike and his dozen crotch goblins are so awful, you immediately want to be home with hot baker and his two half gremlin-half angel babies. 
 
Yuna couldn’t make herself look away when Shane’s face split with a wide grin as he sent another quick reply. 
 
She didn’t know if she’d ever seen that kind of joy on her son and to think that Ilya Rozanov of all people was responsible for it?
 
Sheesh. 
 
From Jane: He only has four kids and they’re all really great. 
 
From Lily: So why do you miss hot baker? 
 
From Jane: You know why. 
 
From Lily: Yes. I hope I know. But why don’t you tell me anyway?
 
“So Shane, what are your plans for the summer?” Jackie had to say Shane’s name twice before he looked up and listened. “Once the season is over, you won’t have much going on, right? Since the job was sort of offered to you last minute? I know you were busy over the winter, but come summer you should have more time. Are you going to be here more often?” 
 
“Uh.” Shane shoved his phone in his pocket and sent her a briefly apologetic smile for spacing out again. “I don’t really know, actually. Season’s almost over, yeah, but you know.” He took a quick drink of his water. “I don’t– my summer plans are sort of–” 
 
“Well, you’ll be around the Ottawa area at least.” David spoke up over him, and Yuna touched his leg gratefully under the table. She might have been the only one who noticed Shane’s dopey little grin while texting, but David was quick to clock Shane’s hesitance to bring up the girls or Ilya and the potential for those summer plans, so he smiled encouragingly and prompted, “Right? At least enough to keep an eye on the cottage construction. That’s much closer than Montbonne, no more than a few hours drive.” 
 
“Right.” Shane met his Dad’s eyes briefly, appreciatively, and David only winked at him. “Yeah. I’ll be around Ottawa at least a few times to check on the cottage stuff.” 
 
“The cottage?” Jackie echoed, and Hayden’s eyes lit in excitement, “Oh man, you’re finally gonna build that cottage! It’s about time! You wanted to build that what– like ten years ago? You had plans drawn up and everything for a while.” 
 
“Yeah, same property.” Shane confirmed. “Mom found it on the market again and I went ahead and bought it.” 
 
“Purchase went through without a hitch.” Yuna added proudly. “Shane couldn’t make it from Montbonne for all the walk throughs and inspections, so I handled most of it and it’s been a breeze.” she raised her glass in a cheers. “Funny how fast contracts and permits and permissions move when you’re willing to throw money at it, right?” 
 
“Which doesn’t sound like something a supervillain would say at all.” Hayden joked and she laughed at him, “No, I realize I probably abused the power of Shane’s checkbook, but hey. The property is his, we’re breaking ground next week and so long as nothing catastrophic happens, he should be able to stay there by end of summer. Four, maybe five months.” 
 
“I scaled back some of the customization to make sure it would get done in time.” Shane’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He made a valiant effort to ignore it. “I can always go back and remodel parts of it later. I just want to hurry up and get it built right now.” 
 
“What’s the rush?” Jackie wanted to know. “Trying to get it done before winter hits, or to get all the documentation and stuff for tax reasons, or what?” 
 
“No, it’s just.” Shane pleated a paper towel between his fingers, then crumpled the whole thing into a nervous ball in his palm. “I put a lot of shit–” he shot a glance at the kids guiltily, “--a lot of stuff on hold for a long time. And when I got hurt last year, I put a lot of other stuff on hold too and I think it’s time to start living again. Time to start thinking about the future again.” 
 
“And the first step to thinking about the future, is obviously a multi million dollar cottage by the lake.” Hayden guffawed and Shane shrugged at him, “I gotta do something with all that Shane Hollander Superstar money, right?” 
 
“Shane Hollander Superstar– man, shut up!” The table dissolved into laughter at the uncharacteristic flicker of ego, and once the noise had died down enough to be manageable, Hayden elbowed Shane and asked with a wide grin, “So when are you moving back? I know you’ll want to stay at the cottage, but the lake in the winter sucks, so what, you’ll move back into one of your Montreal properties? Or buy something in Ottawa? Heck, I’d be fine with that, a couple hour drive is nothing.” 
 
“Moving back?” Shane repeated. Yuna pressed her hand at David’s leg again when Shane scratched at his eyebrow, and then his eyelid in a rush of apprehension. “Hayden, I live in Montbonne.” 
 
“No, I know.” Hayden waved off the ripple of tension in Shane’s voice. “I know. But you’re finally getting the cottage. The cottage, the place you wanted for as long as I can remember. Your dream. And Montbonne isn’t forever, right? I mean, Shane. Buddy. You’re interim coach for a little girls team and you’re staying in a cabin that’s– how did you put it? At the ass end of a bullshit road up against a fucking lake?” 
 
“Hayden.” Jackie murmured, but he shook his head, “That’s not forever, no way. You’re not going to spend all that money on your dream house and then keep living like eight almost nine hours away in that place. No way. You’ll move back to Montreal or at least to Ottawa, right?” 
 
“Um. No.” Shane set his fork down and cleared his throat. “No. I’m not moving back to Montreal or getting a place in Ottawa. I live in Montbonne. I’m staying in Montbonne.” 
 
“What, like.” Hayden blinked. “Forever?” 
 
“Honey.” Jackie tried again, but Hayden ignored her again, “Shane, I’m not trying to be a dick about this, but I think maybe we all thought the Montbonne thing was just until you got your head screwed on back straight. Like a–a retreat or whatever while you were all messed up. We didn’t think you’d actually stay there.” 
 
“I can see why you would think that.” Shane nodded jerkily. “And maybe at first that was my plan. But things change. I’m staying.” 
 
“To coach small town girl’s hockey and live in a cabin you hate.” Hayden stated bluntly. “Really?” 
 
“Let’s talk about this some other time.” The flare of bewildered upset in Hayden’s eyes hurt Shane right down to his soul, and he rubbed at his chest, then at his mouth. “Later, okay? I’ll tell you about it later.” 
 
Hayden didn’t answer. Even the kids quieted down when they felt the shift in the atmosphere, and even though David piped up with a neutral change of subject, the rest of dinner and the rest of the evening was distinctly subdued. 
 
“Sorry, Mom.” Shane muttered as they were clearing the table. “I didn’t mean to make it awkward.” 
 
“Nope. Nope.” Yuna cut him off with a vehement shake of her head. “You are not going to apologize for being happy after you were so sad last year that we almost lost you. I know Hayden’s upset about not getting his best friend back like he thought he would, but you are not going to apologize for your own happiness, sweetheart. We are not doing that.” 
 
“You’re so strict and mean.” he tried to smile at her, and Yuna set a stack of plates down to pull him into a quickly fierce hug, “You are not going to apologize for being happy, Shane. Hayden will just need to grow the hell up and get over it.” 
 
Despite Yuna’s rather passionate declaration that Shane had nothing to apologize for, he still tapped Hayden on the shoulder and motioned him outside ahead of the kids getting their coats and Jackie wrapping up leftovers. 
 
“Listen.” Shane folded his arms against the night chill and swallowed hard. “Hayden, I’m sorry for–” 
 
“No, I'm sorry. I am. I wasn’t trying to be a dick about it.” Hayden interrupted him. “You just kinda freaked me out. I know you like it up there and holy shit, I’m glad you like it up there instead of just hiding away miserable in that little cabin, but I guess I thought.” 
 
He folded his arms too, jaw working as he clenched his teeth. “I don’t know, bud. I guess I figured if we were all real supportive when you were freaking out, then you’d figure it out and come back home and shit would be normal again. I never ever thought you’d up and leave everything and everybody–” 
 
His voice cracked on the last syllable. “--behind and move the fuck on with your life. Move to the middle of nowhere and decide to stay.” 
 
“Shit.” Shane looked down at his shoes, rocking his weight back and forth as he tried to figure out what to say that wouldn’t make the unexpectedly emotional situation worse. He couldn’t come right out and talk about Ilya until he and Ilya finished figuring their stuff out. Couldn’t lie convincingly enough to downplay his attachment to Montbonne. He didn’t want to lie and downplay how much he loved it up there in the hills with his team and the cabin and the life he was building from the aftermath of getting hurt. 
 
Shit. 
 
“I’m not moving back to Montreal. Or to Ottawa. Or anything like that.” he finally said slowly. Softly. “And I’m sorry you were waiting on that, sorry to disappoint you. But–” 
 
“Hey.” Hayden wiped at his nose and stepped back when the front door opened so Jackie and the kids could head to the car. “Listen. Am I gonna see you again before you leave? The team is on the road again leaving Thursday, so I don’t have alot of time. But I’d like to see you again. Maybe we can–” he made a vaguely frustrated motion. “I dunno. Maybe without everyone else around, you can tell me some more about Montbonne or whatever so I get why you’re staying up there?” 
 
“Okay.” Shane agreed quickly. “Yeah. I’m doing yard work for my parents tomorrow, spring prep for the garden beds since my Dad can’t do it, but what about Wednesday morning? We can grab breakfast at that bagel place you like and talk.” 
 
“Breakfast.” Hayden’s quiet laugh was pensive, almost sad. “Since when are you a breakfast guy? You don’t eat eggs, you don’t like bacon, anything halfway decent for breakfast is way too sweet for you to ever try— I’ve only seen you eat pancakes like twice, and only when your Dad makes them.” 
 
“Hayden.” 
 
“It’s a girl, right?” Hayden dragged both hands over his face and groaned. “It’s a girl. That’s the only reason for all this change. And I get it. I get it, I’d re-invent my life a hundred different times to try and keep Jackie around, but I just uh– I guess I thought–” 
 
“We’ll talk about it Wednesday, okay?” It wasn’t one girl who helped Shane out of his depression, but a group of quacking, hooting, wildly funny little girls who called him Coach. It wasn’t the little cabin at the end of the road up against the lake that held Shane’s heart to Montbonne, it was an old school ice rink and a cozy bakery and trivia nights in a tacky bar and a front door code to a house on East End. It wasn’t some woman Shane met by chance who had changed his opinions on breakfast and sweet things and had him ready to leave everything else behind so he could get back to Montbonne and back into a kiss, it was Ilya.
 
Shane couldn’t tell Hayden all of that yet, but he could tell Hayden most of it, so he said, “Wednesday morning. I’ll buy breakfast.” 
 
“Nah, I’ll buy. You’re probably broke after your Mom spent all your money to mafia boss strong arm her way through getting building permits and inspections rushed.” Hayden finally cracked a tiny smile. “See you Wednesday.” 
 
Hayden turned around and scooped Arthur up to carry him to the car, calling for the girls to hurry up and then calling louder over his shoulder to Yuna in the doorway, “Thank you for dinner, Yuna! Love you guys!” 
 
“Shane.” Jackie put her hand on Shane’s arm, then pulled him into another hug. “It was really good to see you tonight.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane hugged her close again. “Really good to see you too.” 
 
“Don’t mind Hayden, okay?” She smiled up at him reassuringly. “I think maybe in his head, you were still going to be the exact same person you have always been, even after having to retire, even after living away for a year. He’s having a hard time reconciling, but he’ll get there.” 
 
“I hope so.” Shane tried to smile back. “Hug the kids for me, okay? Love you.” 
 
“We love you too, Shane.” 
 
*****
 
From Lily: How is Hayden? 
 
From Jane: You don’t care how he is. You’re just hoping I’ll tell you he fell in the salad bowl or something. 
 
From Lily: Please tell me he did. Did he get crouton in the eye? Arugula in the nose? Carrot shreds in his hair? Send picture. 
 
From Jane: You’re a terrible person. 
 
From Lily: You like meeeeeee. 
 
From Jane: Ugh. I really do. 
 
*****
 
Tuesday 
 
“Hullo Ilyushka!” Svetlana smiled at Ilya from the Facetime call, waving at him excitedly. “How are you, my love?” 
 
“Sveta.” Ilya propped the phone up on the sandwich counter so he could keep working on a pick up order, and switched to speaking Russian, “Hello, beautiful. What are you doing?” 
 
“Not working, obviously.” Svetlana moved the phone just enough for him to see the stylist working on her hair and the salon in the background. She switched to Russian as well, holding the phone closer like she was trying to peer at the sandwiches. “What are you making? I am so hungry I might die. What is that, fish?” 
 
“Smoked salmon, yes.” He held the sandwich up to the screen and grinned when she groaned theatrically loud. “Are you only calling because you are bored and getting your hair done?” 
 
“Partly, yes.” She settled back into the chair and sighed. “But also, my Papa called last night. He wants to know our plans for this summer so he can make sure the twins room is done in time.” 
 
“What does he mean, done in time?” Ilya tore off a swatch of butcher paper and wrapped the sandwich with quick efficiency and added it to the growing pile waiting to be picked up. “What is he doing to the guest room where the girls stay?” 
 
“He wants to re-do it since they are older now.” she informed him, and Ilya grabbed a loaf of sourdough for the next sandwich and rolled his eyes at her, “Only a year. They will barely be eight when we go to Russia, there is no difference to remodel for. He is a crazy old man wasting his money.” 
 
“He is a doting grandfather spoiling his only grandchildren, and by the way?” She lifted her expertly tweezed eyebrows. “He had the stable at the country house cleaned out. I think he wants to buy the girls a pony for the summer.” 
 
“Absolutely not.” 
 
“You and I both know you will not win this argument, Ilya. It is better to just let Papa spend his money how he wants and let the girls enjoy it.” 
 
“No ponies.” 
 
“Ilyushka–” 
 
“No.” he pointed the bread knife at the phone stubbornly. “No. Because they will come home from Russia and want ponies in Montbonne. You will swan off to Boston with no care in the world–” 
 
“Swan off to Boston?!” she laughed out loud at him. “Ilyushka!” 
 
“--and I will be stuck shoveling actual horseshit because you and your Papa spoil them rotten.” he finished. “So no. I am putting my foot down. No ponies.” 
 
“But what if–” 
 
“The foot is down, Sveta!” 
 
“Fine fine fine!” She was still laughing at him, and Ilya finally grinned at her as he finished putting another sandwich together and got it wrapped up.
 
“I do need to talk to you about something serious, though.” Svetlana said then, her voice dropping almost cautious. “Papa was asking if we have booked our flights yet and I told him no, but he wanted to know how long we were staying this summer. He would like us to come a few weeks earlier, maybe right after school is out? I can arrange it with my work but I wasn’t sure..."
 
She clicked her tongue when Ilya’s face changed, his expression dropping and eyes dimming wary. “Yes, I know. I know. Six weeks is already almost more than you can handle, it is hard to be away from home for so long and especially with my Papa. And now that your Jane is around again?” 
 
She inclined her head briefly. Didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to explain just how much she understood Ilya’s Jane related reluctance to be gone all summer, just like she didn’t need to expand on all the reasons she knew Russia was difficult for Ilya.  
 
“You do not need to answer me right now.” She said next. “But please, will you think about it?” 
 
“About staying in Russia longer.” The next half dozen sandwiches were hot sandwiches, and Ilya lay the bread all out on the counter so he could assemble everything in a line, roast beef and swiss cheese and mushrooms and peppers. “You want me to think about spending all summer away from home and away from,” he swallowed. “my Jane, letting the girls ride horses and be spoiled by your Papa and driving past my parents house every day. For three months.” 
 
“Ilyushka.” 
 
“I do not think I can–” 
 
“Ilyushka.” Sveta cut in gently. “There are other options, yes? We can talk about split time, about me keeping the girls longer while you return home–” 
 
“You want to keep the girls in Russia without me?” Ilya put the bread knife down and gripped at the counter hard. “Sveta–!” 
 
“Stop.” she said firmly. “Come back. You know I am not asking what you think I am asking.” 
 
“I know.” Svetlana wasn’t asking to keep Nadya and Mariya for some unspecified amount of time in a country Ilya considered a prison. She wasn’t suggesting she take off across the ocean and across borders with the twins for a half planned, barely structured months long visit. She and they and their relationship after marriage was nothing like the catastrophe of Alexei’s toxic marriage and the time his wife had taken their little girl and disappeared into Europe for long enough that Alexei had worried they were dead, but no, she’d simply had enough of his whoring and drinking and abuse and decided to teach him a humiliating lesson. 
 
“Breathe, my love.” Svetlana coached him and Ilya screwed his eyes shut and forced a breath. “Again. Slowly.” 
 
“I know is not–” he shook his head. He knew she and they and their family was nothing like all the worst things he remembered so well from his own family.
 
But.
 
"Sveta, I have not been away from the girls for more than a single night for their entire life. I do not know if I can stomach staying a whole summer to please your Papa, and I do not want to be away from Montbonne and Jane even our normal amount, but I definitely do not know if I can handle my girls so far away for longer than a few days.” 
 
“You do not have to answer me now.” Svetlana repeated comfortingly. “Please do not answer me now, I know this is hard to consider with everything that has changed in your life lately. Promise me you will think about it, though? We need to buy tickets and finalize the trip by the girls birthday. Please think about it and we will talk again soon?” 
 
“Yes. I will think about it.” Ilya forced out another anxious breath and nodded. “And I will buy tickets soon, promise.” 
 
“Thank you, love.” she tapped her lips twice for a kiss. “Hug our girls for me.” 
 
“I will.” Ilya tapped his lips twice back to her, then ended the call and got back to work on the pending pick up order, and true to his word, he thought about Russia, about the options for their annual summer visit, about options for adjusting that visit, and about what it would might mean to be away from Shane for so long as he worked.
 
Ilya thought about it for the remainder of his day at the bakery. He thought about it on the way to pick up the girls from school. He was quiet in the car thinking about it and only half listening while Masha and Nadyushka told him all about their day. Snack time and playing in the backyard was less rambunctious than usual because Ilya was absolutely willing to push the girls on the swing, but he was sick to his stomach wondering how Shane would feel about six weeks apart while Ilya went to Russia with Sveta and the twins, then sicker to his stomach imagining the look on Shane’s face, how his gorgeous eyes would go dark and full and the color would wash out from behind his freckles as he tried to pretend he wasn’t upset when Ilya suggested maybe they would be gone for three whole months. 
 
No. No no no.
 
Shane going with them wasn’t an option. Sveta’s Papa would never stand for Shane staying with them and he’d certainly raise a ruckus if Ilya stayed somewhere separate. Russia wouldn’t be safe for Shane to come along, there would be no way to pretend he was only a friend or only the coach, maybe– maybe if they did something ludicrous like suggest he was Svetlana’s new boyfriend and then Ilya and Shane could try to steal some privacy or– or–
 
Fuck. What a stupid fucking idea. Fuck. 
 
“Enough, girls.” He cut playtime short with the excuse that the wind was picking up and he didn’t want the twins risking a cold right before school let out for a week of spring break, and herded the girls inside. “Masha, upstairs to wash hands, Nadyushka you wash your hands down here. Then I want backpacks cleaned out, stuffed animals cleaned up and you can watch a movie until dinner is ready, yes?” 
 
“Da, Daddy!” 
 
“Sp-sp-spasibo, Daddy!” 
 
From Lily: Can I call? 
 
From Lily: Or Facetime? I am cooking dinner soon, we could Facetime then? 
 
From Lily: Has been almost a week, Shanychka. I miss you. I want to see you. 
 
An eight-almost-nine hour drive away in Montreal, Shane didn’t see the messages from Ilya. He didn’t even have his phone on him. Tuesday was yard work day and right around lunch time, the pine needles had started poking through his joggers with frustratingly prickly accuracy, so Shane had gone downstairs to change into jeans and plug his phone in to charge, and that’s exactly where he’d left it.
 
Yard work day had started out as raking and bagging pine needles, then escalated to trimming tree branches and collecting all the scraggly, scratchy limbs out of the yard. There wasn’t much snow left, and Yuna’s request for assistance cleaning last season’s dead weeds out of the raised garden beds had graduated to a trip to the nearest store for fresh soil and mulch to put around the base of the decorative trees to help insulate them against the almost guaranteed late winter storms. 
 
David wasn’t much help with his wrists still healing, but he was content to sit in his favorite lounge chair with a blanket over his lap and supervise while tossing out opinions and suggestions. Music played from the bluetooth speaker on the back porch, the day was a little chilly but the work was oddly satisfying, and Shane willing lost the entire afternoon and a few hours into the evening working in the sunshine. 
 
The wind brought enough of a spring bite to keep him from over heating, his leg and knee weren’t too terribly sore after bending, scooping, filling, hauling dozens of bags of raked up leaves and painstakingly gathered pine needles, and by the time Yuna decided it was time to call it a day and went inside to slice up left over pot roast and reheat gravy for open faced sandwiches, Shane was worn out and smiling and thoroughly enjoying himself. 
 
“Thanks for the help today, kiddo.” David told him as they sat together in the living room and ate the hot sandwiches. “I’m usually on top of the spring yard work but you know.” He held up his wrists ruefully. “I appreciate you taking over.” 
 
“No big deal.” Shane genuinely meant it. It hadn’t been a big deal to spend all day with his parents fixing up the yard and spending some easy time together, it had actually been really fun. “Glad to help.” 
 
Eight o’clock felt a helluva lot later when David’s low dose pain medication regimen made him drowsy right away, Yuna was already nodding off into her glass of wine, and Shane was gratifyingly exhausted after a day of yard work.
 
“Oh honey, I am done done with all of this.” Yuna decided first, stretching and yawning and motioning for David to stand up as well. “Shane, we’re going to call it a night. Do you mind cleaning up real quick for me? Just throw everything in the sink to soak, I can do dishes in the morning but I might scream if I have to be on my feet for even another second.” 
 
“I got it, Mom.” Shane collected all the plates and carried them obediently to the sink, grabbing a scrubbie and the soap to go ahead and wash them all so she wouldn’t have to do it in the morning. “Goodnight, guys.” 
 
“Goodnight, sweetheart.” Yuna yawned, and David winked at him, “Goodnight, son. See you in the morning.” 
 
Shane made quick work of the dishes, locked up the house and headed downstairs for a much needed shower and an even more needed hour or two of downtime before he turned in for the night. He needed to turn his brain off, needed to stay awake a while so he could settle in and settle down and reset.
 
It was good to spend the time with his Mom and Dad and yeah, seeing Hayden and the family had been amazing, but Shane was starting to get that dull throb behind his eyes that meant he was at his social interaction limit, that all the emotional, mental and physical effort it took to spend a significant amount of time away from his usual routines was wearing on him. He needed a few hours to disconnect and shut all the noise off for a while, or he’d wake up in a pissy mood. Snap at Hayden. Get grumpy with his parents. He'd most likely withdraw and shut down cos at this point and after so many days, even small things would tip him right over the edge into over stimulated and miserable.
 
And that was how life used to be all the goddamn time. Before Montbonne. Before getting hurt. Shane had lived every single day of his life pushed to the very brink of what he could handle and he’d told himself so long as he didn’t break down and freak out, he was doing okay. 
 
He hadn’t been okay, of course. Not even slightly. But he’d lived like that for years. For over a decade. Now that Shane’s life was different, now that he’d landed in Montbonne and re-found Ilya and had built a new normal, the onslaught and influx of everything he used to force himself to cope with on a daily basis seemed psychotic. 
 
Why the fuck had he done that to himself? Who had he been trying to impress? What the hell had he been trying to prove?
 
Anyway. 
 
It had been a week away from his usual routine and Shane needed a break. He was going to take a long shower, get into some comfy clothes and then catch up with Ilya for a while before locking in and spacing out with some mindless scrolling to stop the clamor of noise in his head, and then he’d get some sleep so he was ready to talk with Hayden in the morning. 
 
Except.
 
Shane only lasted ten minutes in the shower before the pelt of hot water made him itch and the sound of it hitting the shower walls was less liminal space white noise and more percussion clattering in his ears. The steam was too much clouding into his lungs, he didn’t have room to sit down and close his eyes and let it rain over him for a while, there was something– something off about how the washcloths his parents owned didn’t work the same was as the ones he owned, and after the fifteenth time of adjusting the faucet in millimeters either way trying to find a temperature that wasn’t scalding but also wasn’t tepid, Shane had to accept that he really was too on edge overstimulated and turned the water off and gave up on the shower all together. 
 
So much for that.  
 
Shane wrapped a towel around his waist and went to get his phone off the charger, perching at the very edge of a chair so he didn’t get damp butt prints on the fabric as he scrolled through his messages. 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya had texted him hours ago. Almost four hours ago. Shane had been dicking around doing yard work while Ilya was texting that he missed him, fuck. 
 
“Shit.” Shane checked the time and cursed again. Facetime while Ilya made dinner would have been fun, but it was way too late for that now. Ilya had texted about missing him and wanting to see him and it was the one time all week Shane hadn’t had his phone in his pocket to be able to text back and return the sentiment immediately. 
 
And holy shit did he return that sentiment. The way he felt semi insane going a week without seeing Ilya when they’d routinely and even recently gone longer without meeting up was ridiculous. 
 
From Lily: Has been almost a week, Shanychka. I miss you. I want to see you. 
 
“I want to see you too.” Shane muttered to the screen and the quiet room and the low coil of warmth in his core that never failed to heat up when Ilya stopped being obnoxious and started being earnest. “Fuck, I want to see you too..."
 
And then Shane had an idea. He glanced over at the open bathroom door and the steam still billowing from the shower, down at himself still slightly damp in the towel, then bit his lip and dragged in a breath and had an idea.
 
“This is dumb.” The picture was risky. Well, risky for Shane. He’d never done anything like this before, never sent a nude– not a nude, a nearly nude– to anyone and he felt really fucking stupid trying to pose in the bathroom mirror as he tried to figure out how to send one to Ilya. 
 
“I am bad at this, I’m fucking bad at this.” The angle was weird in the mirror. Shane didn’t really know how to hold his phone so most of his body was on display without feeling like the phone looked weird in the frame. He had to wipe the steam off the mirror, then wondered if he should just clean the mirror because finger marks swiping through the steam at the edges looked…tacky? Dirty? Lazy? He didn’t know. 
 
“Should I turn like…?” A year and a half ago, Shane would have felt every bit as stupid attempting to take a sexy mirror selfie, but at least a year and a half ago, he’d been in the best physical shape of his life. Even awkward pictures were good pictures when someone’s hair was done and their muscles were on full display, their body cut and grin cocky because they knew how hot they were. 
 
Now Shane was soft around his stomach and he turned different ways in the mirror trying to figure out how to disguise it. His arms were still big, bigger now that he’d put on some weight, but not as defined when he flexed and oops flexing with one arm looked ridiculous so he dropped his hand back down to his side, but then what? What did he do with it? 
 
He flattened it to his stomach, but “Nope.” that made his stomach look softer and his hand was so big stretched across his stomach– wasn’t that what pregnant girls did? Hand on bump? He hooked his thumbs into the side of his towel and, “Ew, no that’s gross.” promptly decided against that when it not only looked weird but also drew attention to the stretch marks at his hips. 
 
Towel up higher to hide the stretch marks and his stomach made him look like an old man with a towel wrapped halfway up his ribs. Holding the phone up was too distracting, Shane didn’t know whether to look at the phone camera or to hold uncomfortable eye contact with himself in the mirror. He didn’t want to take a picture standing straight on the mirror because he looked wide, angling sideways felt ridiculous, he hadn’t ever spent so much time suddenly aware of how his chest and nipples looked, he couldn’t tell if the towel at his waist was pulled too tight around the soft bump of his dick and accented it or if it squashed everything flat and he looked smaller than usual, fuck. 
 
“Fuck it.” Shane stripped the towel off his waist in one quick snap and repositioned in front of his body so it was only barely covering his cock and hanging down between his legs and took a quick picture. 
 
“There. That’s… fine. That one is fine.” It was a risky picture. Risky for him at least. Shane didn’t love it, not when his legs looked that thick and the towel held above his groin probably should have been a higher so hair wasn’t visible at his crotch and he should have sucked in his stomach or flexed the arm holding the towel a smidge, but whatever. Shane didn’t love the picture, but he thought maybe Ilya would love the picture, or at least appreciate the effort and spontaneity and novelty of the picture, so okay. 
 
“Okay okay okay.” he adjusted the filter on the photo so the bathroom lights didn’t wash him out so bad, cropped out the shower door and the toilet so it was onlya him and his towel in the mirror, then sent it off to Ilya with his heart in his throat and butterflies rioting in his stomach. 
 
From Jane: Hey sorry I missed Facetime, I was out in the yard with my parents all day. 
 
From Jane: But I miss you too. 
 
From Jane: And if you still want to see me…
 
From Jane: *picture message*
 
“Okay okay okay.” Shane tossed his phone towards the bed and finished drying off so he could put some pajamas on and relax. Maybe Ilya would text back right away, maybe it would be a few minutes, Shane didn’t know, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to sit there, stare at his phone and wait for it. 
 
“He’s gonna like it.” Shane told himself as he towel dried his hair and tugged a comb through it. “He’s gonna like it. It’s fine. This is a normal thing that boyfriends do. Sexy pictures is uh–” 
 
Saying sexy pictures out loud sounded so unfortunately dumb to his own ears, Shane almost grabbed for the phone and unsent the damn thing. But no. No no no. Ilya would like it. He would. It was fine. 
 
“You’re bad at this.” he hummed under his breath as he slid a pair of sleep shorts up over his hips and grabbed a hoodie. “You are bad at this whole boyfriend thing. Chill the fuck out. Ilya’s gonna like the picture. It’s fine.” 
 
*****
Montbonne
 
Eight-thirty was out loud reading time on school nights. Tuesdays were Mariya’s day to pick the book, so Ilya was half buried in stuffed animals on Mariya’s bed with a kiddo tucked on each side as they all took turns reading out loud through that week’s night time story. Nadya was carefully and determinedly making her way through her paragraph when Ilya’s phone finally blinged with a notification, and both girls shrieked in surprise when Ilya leapt from the bed and lunged for the bookshelf to grab his phone and check the message. 
 
“Daddy!” Mariya howled after him. “No phones during story time!” 
 
“No, I know. I know.” Ilya tapped his lips twice in a quick apology for them as he unlocked his phone and clicked the message from Jane. “Just one minute, I will be there again. Nadyushka, keep reading, you are doing very good.” 
 
Ilya hated how insecure he felt opening the message chain. There was no reason for him to be shaky and uncertain and anxious about sending an I miss you text to Shane, not when they’d been saying it via text and in person and over the phone for months now and definitely not when the week apart had prompted Shane to text almost every hour, more than he ever did, flirting and teasing and sometimes texting just to say he missed Ilya too. 
 
But Ilya had texted about missing Shane hours earlier and there had been no response. With an eight-almost-nine hour drive between them and the conversation about the impending Russian trip still making him nauseous, the delay in Shane’s answer had Ilya tied up in knots. The abrupt silence after so much conversation was so loud it hurt his head. There were three messages waiting from Shane, and Ilya wanted him to agree to a call or a Facetime or something so badly he was grinding his teeth and clenching his jaw buzzing with it. 
 
I miss you and it’s insane. I miss you and it’s pathetic. I miss you and I’m freaking out about Russia and about going too slow and losing you and I need you home, come home. 
 
From Jane: Hey sorry I missed Facetime, I was out in the yard with my parents all day. 
 
From Jane: But I miss you too. 
 
From Jane: And if you still want to see me…
 
From Jane: *picture message*
 
The noise Ilya made when the picture came through was halfway between a string of muttered Russian curses and a choking wheeze as the photo opened up to fill his screen, and Nadya called anxiously, “D-Daddy? Okay? Are y-y-you okay?” 
 
“Fuck, Hollander.” he had to turn his back to the girls and cover his mouth with his hand to muffle another strangled breath, then nodded and managed a mostly normal sounding, “Da, angel. I am okay. I need to–” 
 
“No phones during story time!” Mariya cried in frustration and Ilya scrubbed at his eyes, at his mouth, “Yes, I am sorry baby. I am coming. Let’s finish our story.” 
 
From Lily: Fuck, Hollander. 
 
Ilya only had time to send a quick answer before putting his phone and dutifully putting himself back in Dad-mode to finish story time with the girls.
 
Somehow the nighttime story that had been a perfectly appropriate length for their usual twenty minute routine was suddenly interminably long, neither of the girls were particularly fast readers yet, but Ilya was sure they were somehow purposefully taking extra breaths between words or pausing extra long for periods. The remaining thirteen minutes of reading time felt like it lasted an entire life time and when they finally put the book away, Ilya was taxing the very last bit of his patience to not rush through the rest of their nighttime routine. 
 
“Blanket for Nadyushka and socks for Masha.” He tucked Nadya in tight with all her assorted blankets, then slid Mariya’s favorite thick sleep socks over her toes. “Boris the Tiger and Blitzen the Sloth and Duncan the Highland Cow for Nadyushka.” he arranged the stuffed animals by her pillow then moved to do the same for Mariya, “Otto the Snake and Gravy the Gecko and Hex the Hedgehog for Masha.”  
 
“I love you and Mama loves you.” He put a kiss on each of their foreheads, and set the fifteen minute timer for their panda nightlight on the dresser. “Gooodnight girls.” 
 
“N-night, Daddy.” 
 
“Lyublyu tebya, Daddy.” 
 
The girls never slept with their door all the way shut, but Ilya closed it a little more than usual before hurrying down the stairs and sprinting through the house to do his nightly clean sweep, lock the doors and set the security system so he could get to his bedroom for some much needed privacy so he could examine the picture from Shane thoroughly. 
 
Oh fuck.
 
The photo was a little bit blurry, the air hazy, and mirror steamy and the careless finger marks on the glass made it obvious Shane was fresh out of the shower, he’d only stopped long enough to wipe the mirror clear enough for a quick picture and Ilya fucking loved that. The warm lighting marked Shane’s skin golden and made his eyes look extra dark and he was smirking a little in the picture, maybe self conscious, most likely cocky because surely he knew just what the unexpected photo would do to Ilya’s sanity. 
 
He looked big in the picture, shoulders wide and chest broad and his hand huge almost dwarfing the phone as he held it up in the mirror. The span of his ribs and the cut to his waist was obscene, Ilya’s eyes locked in at the dip of Shane’s navel and the water droplets shimmering at the slight round to his stomach and his mouth went dry needing to lick those drops away. 
 
The towel covering Shane’s groin did exactly nothing to preserve any sort of modesty. If anything, the barrier only accentuated how thickly muscular Shane’s thighs were, the shape of his hips, the faint lines of stretch marks Ilya had spent hours tracing, the size of his arm where it flexed a little bit gripping the towel. Obviously Ilya zoomed in to set his fingers at the top line of dark curls he could see right above the top of the towel, obviously he zoomed in to find the bulge of Shane’s cock under the terry cloth, obviously he shoved his hand into his own pants and hissed out a harsh breath palming over himself for a few desperate seconds. 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya fumbled with his phone trying to open the camera app, got distracted by the picture all over again, and groaned out loud. “Fuckkkkkk Hollander…” 
 
Over in Montreal, every minute that ticked by without another text from Ilya was pure, nerve wracking torture. Five minutes turned to ten. Ten minutes turned to twenty. By the time twenty minutes had started to tick towards thirty, all of Shane’s doubts and insecurities were creeping back in and screaming at him for trying to send a sexy picture. He was in his thirties for Christ sakes. They were trying to do the grown up relationship thing. Ilya had kids to take care of, he probably was laughing about Shane trying to– to sext or whatever. 
 
Shane pushed his glasses up and pinched the bridge of his nose stressed, squirmed uncomfortably on the bed and wondered all over again if he could somehow unsend the picture that had felt super risky to him, but was probably boring and vanilla and nothing risky at all for—
 
From Lily: *picture message*
 
From Lily: See what you do to me, Shanychka? 
 
“Oh fuck.” Shane’s entire body went hot when he saw the picture, the span of Ilya’s bare chest and the camera pointed down to pants set low low on Ilya’s hips, his hand slid under the waistband and obviously gripping at himself, thick cock outlined heavy and full in the sweats, a damp spot staining the gray fabric dark. 
 
“Ohhhhh fuck.” He whispered, then texted back:
 
From Jane: FaceTime?
 
From Lily: Really? When I am like this? Is not very... monk appropriate of us?
 
From Jane: Definitely yes. How you are right now. Please.
 
From Lily: Two minutes.
 
From Jane: Me too. Be right back. 
 
Two minutes. Shane scrambled off the bed so he could fix the sheets and straighten the blankets and spend way too much time staring at the pile of pillows and wondering how the hell to organize them so they looked inviting or comfortable or–or something in the background of the phone call.
 
He ran to the bathroom for the bottle of lube from his toiletry kit and spread a towel out on the bed for the potential mess, oh hell he hoped there was about to be a mess. He turned off all the lights, then shook his head and turned them back on, nope that was too bright, so all the lights went off again and the lamps on either side of the bed went on and okay. That was okay.
 
Shane sat back on the bed and leaned against the pillows. Leaned forward to fluff and push at the pillow so he was sitting further up. Removed a couple pillows so he was reclined. No, that gave him a weird double chin in the front facing camera, so the pillows were replaced and there okay, that was okay but what about clothes? What about what he was wearing? 
 
Shane stopped with his hand at his shorts, chewing at the inside of his cheek as he thought being naked. Shorts or no shorts. Blanket or no blanket. He was already half hard just thinking about and surely no one had ever stressed about a suggestive Facetime call with their boyfriend this fucking much–
 
From Lily: Are you ready for me?
 
Shit. The shorts came off and Shane pulled the blankets up to his lap, a little further up to his chest, got situated against the pillows and took a breath, took a breath, took a breath, then texted with far more confidence than he felt,
 
From Jane: Are you ready for ME?
 
The FaceTime request came through immediately, blinging far too innocently cheery for just how fast Shane’s entire body snapped tense with immediate anticipation.
 
Here we go.
 
“Hi.” Shane accepted the call and braced himself for the split second delay before the cameras connected and Ilya’s face filled his screen. “Uh. Hey.” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya’s voice hitched when he saw Shane’s half eager, half anxious little smile and he couldn’t help a smile of his own, slow and utterly smitten. “You left your glasses on for me. I like it.” 
 
“Oh shit.” Shane had been so busy wondering if he was supposed to answer the Facetime naked, he’d forgotten about his glasses. “Shit. Um–” 
 
He started to take them off but Ilya clicked his tongue, “No. No, keep them.” 
 
“Seriously?” Shane paused uncertainty with his glasses still in his hand. “I feel like this sort of thing is less fun if I look like I’m in school?” 
 
“You are discounting how much I like teacher and schoolboy fantasy.” Ilya scrunched his nose teasing, gratified when Shane huffed a laugh at him, relieved when he could see Shane’s shoulders drop as the tension eased from his body. He didn’t want Shane tense and nervous and over thinking, he wanted Shane smiling and spacey and not soft yet, but soft eventually. Soft after. 
 
“Right here.” Ilya tapped the corner of his eyes. “Glasses back on.”
 
“Fine.” Shane relaxed further back into the pillows, more at ease with the whole thing now that Ilya was being snarky and normal about it instead of diving right in to the new stuff. “Better?” 
 
“Better, yes.” Ilya answered pleased. “You look very pretty.” 
 
“Stop.” Shane rolled his eyes. “I fucking don’t.” 
 
“Yes you do. Your glasses, blanket pulled to nipples like you are shy,” Ilya grinned when Shane made that same huffy noise at being called out for his blanket positioning. “Is cozy. I wish I was there.” 
 
“Sir, I’m at my parents house.” Shane deadpanned. “You do not wish you were here, I wish I was there.” 
 
“Either way.” Ilya was watching Shane’s lashes flutter when he spoke, cataloging the creases at the corner of his eyes when he smiled, trying to find the freckles behind the lens of his glasses, and his voice came soft, “I wish we were closer than this, yes? Not phones, but together.” 
 
“Y-yeah.” Ilya’s gaze dropped to his lips and Shane wet them nervously, then set his teeth at his bottom lip a little less nervously and a lot more invested in how Ilya’s blue eyes lit hot as he tracked the motion. “What um– what took you so long to message back?” 
 
“I had to clock out of Dad time.” The single sentence was an explanation itself, and Ilya nodded when Shane’s expression cleared in understanding. “Yes, you sent picture in the middle of night time story time. I had to finish bedtime routines before I could have enough time to answer.” 
 
A beat, then– “Enough time to appreciate your picture.” 
 
“It seems like you liked it?” Shane suggested shyly and Ilya rumbled in response, “Da, milyy, yes. So much.”
 
“Okay.” Shane whispered. “Good.” 
 
He was quiet a minute just looking at Ilya, eyes darting back and forth taking in Ilya’s features and expression, lingering at his mouth and then flicking back up to his hair, to the mole and beauty marks at his cheek and to the line of his jaw, the length of his neck, to the tops of Ilya’s bare shoulders he could see at the bottom of the screen. 
 
Shane was quiet just looking and Ilya stayed still for as long as he could manage, took the time so shamelessly indulge in studying every bit of Shane until the anticipation of the moment stretched too tight and Ilya’s skin started to feel too hot under the intense perusal and he broke, half begging, “Shanychka.” 
 
“Right. Sorry.” Shane blinked out of his daze, lifted himself from the cloudy edges of quiet he’d sank into just by locking in unconsciously timing Ilya’s breaths. “Sorry. Um–” 
 
He offered a sheepish chuckle, “I don’t know how to start. I’ve never done this.” 
 
“Is okay.” Ilya told him soothingly. “Listen, yes?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane sat up straighter. Nodded quickly. “Yes. I can listen.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya’s smile tilted fond for a sweet few seconds. “Okay. Move phone back so I can see you. Put it sideways on bed and lay down like we are together in same bed.” 
 
“Same bed. Okay.” It was most likely simply practical to have the phone turned sideways so the camera could see most of his body at once, but it felt kind of romantic too. Shane thought the way Ilya instructed him to fix the phones so it felt like they were sharing a bed felt kind of romantic, and another bit of tension leeched from his body as he set his phone up on a pillow and stretched out sideways leaning on his elbow so the camera was angled from right below his chin to a few inches above his knees. 
 
“Fuck, Shane.” Ilya’s breath caught loud, and he put his index finger on the screen trying to trace down the length of Shane’s frame. “Fuck. You are naked under blanket?” 
 
“I mean.” The blanket at his chest had fallen to his waist, and Shane pushed it a little further, and then a little further again so the top of his hip and a hint of hair was visible on screen. “Yeah. Is that okay?” 
 
Ilya’s only answer was a rough Russian curse, and Shane flexed his fingers nervously at his hip before inching the blanket down again and asking, “You too, though? I want to see you?” 
 
“Da, konechno. Of course.” The sound on Ilya’s side muffled as he moved pillows and set up his phone, and when the screen cleared he was on his side, shoulders and chest and necklace front and center along with his stomach and hips and then his sweats shoved low enough for Shane to see the dark trail of hair below his navel, and tucked tight enough under his leg to show the outline of his cock already tenting through the fabric. 
 
“Oh my god, Ilya…” Shane’s hand jerked towards screen like he wanted to touch, but at the last second he redirected to touch himself instead, flattening his hand to the center of his sternum miming where Ilya’s necklace lay against his skin. “Fuck.”  
 
“Mm.” Ilya copied the motion, setting his hand over his necklace then moving it slowly across his body to squeeze his chest. He smiled when Shane copied him right back, squeezing at his own chest and gasping quietly.  
 
“Da, good.” Ilya thumbed over his nipple, then came back to pinch it lightly and watched a flush of pink flood up Shane’s chest as Shane copied him pinching his own nipple and moaned a little over how good it felt. “Good. Okay. Listen.” 
 
It wasn’t so much listening as it was mirroring. Ilya pinched and tugged and pulled at his nipple, spread his hand wide to grope and knead at the bulk of his pec and Shane’s whole body jerked, his breath coming harsh across the speaker as he did the same. 
 
“Here.” Ilya traced his hand down his chest to his stomach, stopping along the way to span at his ribs, to dig his fingers into his side, and Shane gasped something soft as he followed along to brush his fingertips over his navel a few times before dipping in, pressing lightly and then again harder as Ilya coached, “Yes, feels good, hm? Wider like this, hand spread at your stomach like how I hold you, fuck–” 
 
His mostly steady tone wobbled when Shane spread his hand at his stomach and arched forward into the heat of his palm, body shivering and blanket slipping almost all the way off when a ripple went through his core and his knees instinctively parted. 
 
“H-here.” Ilya’s voice shook and Shane turned his face into the nearest pillow and groaned out loud hearing it. He had to lift his head again to look though, had to lift his head so he could listen, and he set his trembling fingers back at his navel to follow Ilya, trailed lower and lower until he slid through the thatch of curls at his crotch, lower and lower until he found the edge of the blanket and Ilya stopped just above the waistband of his sweats. 
 
“What are you thinking about, Shane?” Ilya drew his fingers along the waistband but didn’t dip under. “Tell me.” 
 
“How long–” Shane swallowed, licking at his dry lips. “How long it’s been since I got to hold you?” 
 
“Hold me.” Ilya prompted, his eyes glued to the screen where Shane was unconsciously fidgeting with the blanket, fussing with the hem, almost pushing it down, almost pulling it back up, he was teasing Ilya, driving him to madness with the same half inch of bare skin and he didn’t even know it. Shane’s voice was low and soft like he was already drifting a little bit, he probably didn’t even know that Ilya couldn’t fucking breathe watching that same half inch of skin appear and disappear. “Hold me like how?”
 
“L-Like this.” Shane set his nails at his hipbone and dug in, trying to match the pressure Ilya was using on himself. Nails digging crescents and then fingers soothing the marks and tracing the jut of his hipbone and the vee of his hips, down and down until he ran into the blanket and Ilya ran into his waistband and stopped again. “Before we ah– before we broke up– before we– ” 
 
Shane had planned to mindlessly scroll for a few hours to empty his head but this was better. This was perfect. Taking and sending the picture had worked him up almost to the point of spiraling, but miming and following and letting Ilya’s deep voice wash over him was blanking him out one purposeful touch at a time, bringing him back out of the anxious buzz with tiny jolts of heat as fingernails pricked at his nipple, a skitter of electricity under his skin when he copied Ilya feeling over his side and at the soft give of his stomach. 
 
Distantly, he was grateful the camera was only from neck down so Ilya didn’t see the way his mouth fell open panting when dragging his fingertips through the coarse curls near the base of his cock made Ilya’s cock visibly jump in his sweats. Distantly, Shane couldn’t find it in himself to be embarrassed when he followed Ilya’s movement to spread his hand wide and press low at his stomach and the pressure made him moan out loud. 
 
“F-fuck Ilya…” he whispered when he couldn't remember what the hell he’d been trying to say, but he didn’t feel like it mattered when Ilya’s voice dropped deep to answer, “YA znayu, lyubimyy. I know. Has been a long time for us. I miss you.” 
 
“I miss you too.” Back to his hip, back to the blanket, back to very nearly under and Shane held his breath waiting for Ilya to keep going. 
 
But Ilya stopped. Again. It took a minute to get through Shane’s hazing cloudy mind, but he realized oh Ilya was letting him take the lead in deciding to go further, and oh Ilya was letting him set the pace, and oh the way Ilya had handled everything about the video call so Shane was comfortable and eager and ready and then paused so Shane could make this decision was incredible. 
 
Shane realized it, recognized it, appreciated it and some other time when he wasn’t head to toe spun tight aching with need and when his head wasn’t a few deep breaths away from blanking out and washing away in the heat of Ilya’s eyes, he’d tell Ilya just how much he appreciated it. 
 
But right then--
 
“Come on.” It came out a mere whisper, eager and ready but soft. 
 
Shane whispered, “Come on.” and the permission of it echoed so loud in Ilya’s head he had to close his eyes and take a minute before he could nod, “Yes sweetheart. You first.” 
 
Shane went first. Bit his lip and pushed the blanket down all at once, then fumbled for the lube and poured it over his hand in full view of the camera for that first slick stroke down his cock. 
 
“Shane–!” Ilya sucked in a sharply needy breath. “Fuck!” His whole body jolted with a rush of arousal so harsh it made his toes curl against the sheets, made his back bow and mouth fall open. “Fuck Hollander.” 
 
“I like when you say it like that.” Shane confessed as he stroked himself slowly. “All low and um– extra thick like that. With your accent extra thick, I mean. That’s how you used to sound when–” 
 
“When we were not saying each other’s names.” Ilya finished breathlessly. “Before Vegas.” 
 
“Yeah. Which was so–” Shane stuttered when Ilya pushed his sweats down and lifted his heavy cock free. “God. Yeah. So stupid. Why were we hooking up all the time, but not allowed to say each other’s name?” 
 
“Would have meant maybe,” Ilya dragged his thumb over the blunt head, massaging at the slit until a drop of pre-come smeared across the flushed tip. He heard Shane curse something filthy and did it again, clenching his teeth trying to stay in control so he could finish his sentence, “maybe meant it was real. Not only casual like we lied and said.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane went still waiting when he heard the snick of a bottle cap and he thought maybe he whined a little when Ilya’s hand returned to his cock shiny and wet with lube. “We–we couldn’t have that, right? Couldn’t say it wasn’t casual?” 
 
“Fucking forbid.” Ilya laughed hoarsely. “Waste of time, yes? Because was only you for me for a long time before Vegas. But I still couldn’t say your name. I wasted too much time.” 
 
“Only me for you.” Shane repeated dumbly. “Holy fuck, Ilya. Holy–” 
 
“Shane.” 
 
“Me too, okay?” Shane pulled over his cock faster, sliding his hand from the wide base to the leaking tip faster when Ilya groaned his name. “You were the only one for me. You know?" 
 
“I know.” Ilya panted as he sped up to match Shane stroke for stroke, twisting his wrist over the head the way he liked, gripping at the base to prolong every shiver and thrill. “I know, Shane. And is the same now, for me and you? We wasted time again, but is okay because now–” 
 
“We’re together again, yeah.” Shane’s hips jerked up pushing his cock into his fist and Ilya swore, “Blyat, dorogoy, you are so fucking beautiful, you are so beautiful, but wait, wait fuck slow down–!” 
 
Ilya went from crooning soft and adoring at Shane to snapping at him in the next breath and Shane froze uncertainly when Ilya did it again, gritting his teeth and ordering like it pained him, “Slow down!” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane stopped. Gulped. “Bossy.” 
 
“I am sorry. Sorry sorry.” Ilya's next breath was strangled, too big in his lungs and choking at his throat and coming out loud as Ilya tried to salvage the moment and maintain his self control and explain all at the same time. “Izvini, Shanychka. But I have not seen you like this for months and I do not want it to be over too soon.” 
 
“Oh.” Shane swallowed, then nodded relieved that he hadn’t done something wrong. Ilya was overwhelmed and loud about it, Shane was overwhelmed and teetering floaty about it, it was okay, they were okay. “Okay yeah. Yeah, we can slow down.” 
 
“Da, thank you.” Apologetic and begging, with sweat glistening at his abdomen and chest heaving as Ilya squeezed the base of his cock trying to make himself last and he trailed off into Russian, pleading with Shane to please please my love, slow down and wait for me, has been too long, slow slow please…
 
“Wait fuck, that’s not helping.” Shane rocked his head back against the pillows, shaking as he started touching himself again slow up the length of his cock and swirling his thumb at the slit. “Ilya, talking dirty to me in Russian isn’t going to help slow anything down.” 
 
“You think I am talking dirty to you?” Ilya reached to cradle and pull at his balls, rolling them in his palm and groaning when Shane did the same, hitching his knee up and holding his cock out of the way so Ilya could see him slide his fingers back towards his perineum, back further enough to be tempting. “Bozhe moy, Shanychka, I could have been saying you were beautiful and very good for me, you are being so good for me right now…” 
 
“Yeah, I want– want to be good for you” Shane went back to his cock but didn’t close his hand around it, setting only his fingertips along the top of his length and stroking slowly. “How–hows this? Slower? Is this better?” 
 
“Yes, ty idealen, you so beautiful Shanychka good job, yes yes yes that’s perfect.” Ilya nodded jerkily. "But– but lean forward for me. Move so I can see you, let me see you.”
 
“Like—“ It wasn’t so much a suggestion as it was an order and Shane wanted to listen, wanted Ilya to call him good again, so he shifted his weight on the bed and rolled forward onto the towel, trying to angle his knee so his butt was propped up, the camera adjusted so the view was all stomach and ass and his hand at his cock. “Like this?”
 
“Yes, like that.” Ilya’s deep voice cracked, his next breath hissing strained. “Fuck, Shane, that is very good, you are very good listening to me. Fuck. Is ok for your knee? 
 
“Yeah it’s—“ The words caught stuttering through a moan, the muscle in Shane’s thick thighs twitching and back arched pushing his chest into the bed as he rutted into his hand and into the mattress. “So good. So good. M’close, Ilya. M’close, can we– can–can I–?” 
 
“More.” Ilya ordered breathlessly. “Bol’she, bol’she, give me more, I cannot wait anymore.”  
 
“Yeah, okay. Okay, fuck.” Shane braced himself against the bed with his other arm and pressed his mouth into the crook of his elbow trying to muffle himself as he humped into his fist and into the towel, gasping and moaning shamelessly rutting as he got closer to his edge. 
 
“Fuck. C-close. Close, but god– Ilya–” precome spilled out over his fingers and Ilya made a loudly greedy noise in response as he jerked at his cock fast trying to meet Shane at the same time. 
 
“Wait, wait.” Shane barely got the words out. “Wait, can I see you? I want to see you.” 
 
“Shane, you are seeing me.” Ilya’s voice was ragged, shredded as thin as his self control. “You are seeing me, sweetheart. I can’t–” 
 
“No, I mean like this.” Shane grabbed for his phone, the screen tilting wildly as he got it up and close to his face so Ilya could see him, lips parted and face flushed, eyes blown wide and mouth wet with a smear of saliva from open mouthed moaning and Ilya–
 
“Shane.” Ilya grabbed for his phone too, angled it up so Shane could see his eyes hooded and tongue out at his teeth as he tried and tried to pause long enough for Shane to see him the way he wanted. 
 
Shane’s mouth tilted in a gorgeous, thrilled sort of smile, “Holy shit, Ilya you look so hot when you’re about to cum.” and Ilya barely had time to shake his head, “No moy lyubimyy, you are fucking perfect.” before Shane was cumming, eyes snapping shut and head falling back, the tendons in his neck straining and a blush flooding dark up his chest into his face and to the very tip of his ears as he spilled all over the towel and bed. 
 
Ilya rocked forward into his blankets gripping at his cock and groaning Shane’s name loud into the phone as he came, shaking and pulsing and losing his English so he had to call for Shane in Russian, had to keep up a steady stream of praise and adoration and vulnerable honesty about missing Shane, wanting him, needing him always.
 
He kept talking until his voice failed, until his breath caught and held too dry in his throat because he was open mouthed gasping into the speaker, and then he was quiet, shuddering through the last few ripples of pleasure and listening close as Shane’s frantic breathing on the other end started to slow too. 
 
Eventually, Ilya forced his eyes open, startled a little when he saw his phone was much closer to his face than he realized, but relaxed when he saw Shane watching just as close, his dark eyes hooded and lips still parted, glasses tossed away somewhere so his lashes fanned over his freckles and the flush in his face was still bright. 
 
Fuck, he was beautiful.
 
“H-hi.” Shane was shy all over again when Ilya opened his eyes. “Again. Hi again. Um–” 
 
“Fuck, Hollander.” Ilya said slow and soft and adoring. “I think you killed me.” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane broke into a wide grin, tried to cover his mouth to hide it, but gave up and dropped his hand and cheesed at Ilya when Ilya grinned just as wide and happy and sort of delirious right back at him. “That was insane.” 
 
“Was so good, yes.” Ilya glanced down his body and clicked his tongue over the mess, sat up to fumble for a towel and give himself a cursory wipe down, then lay back down with his phone pushed far enough that they weren’t practically staring up each other’s noses and could talk again. 
 
“So.” Shane folded the messy towel in half then lay back down on his stomach, pulling the blanket up over his butt and resting his face on his arms so he was looking at Ilya sideways. “So um–” 
 
“What is it, Shanychka?” Ilya prompted quietly. “Tell me.” 
 
“So.” That time Shane’s smile was slow and lazy and sated. “I don’t know what you said to me there at the end. But um– it– you um–” 
 
“You liked it.” Ilya coaxed and Shane nodded, “Yeah. A lot. You should do that again. Next time.” 
 
“...Next time?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane’s eyes dropped to Ilya’s mouth, then lower to the gleam of his necklace. “Next time. Please do that again… next time.” 
 
“Anything for you.” Ilya murmured in Russian, then traced the links on the delicate gold chain and watched Shane’s gaze shift to follow it, adjusted the cross at the end of the necklace to keep Shane’s eyes there, then took a breath and took a chance and tapped at his chest twice, “You are still listening? Eyes on me here, Shanychka.” 
 
Shane licked his lips and nodded. Kept his eyes on Ilya’s chest, at his necklace, and imagined he could reach out and put his hand right over Ilya’s heart to feel it beating. Shane blinked slow and slow and slow and sank into the afterglow of heat between them, matching his next inhale to the rise of Ilya’s chest and holding it, holding it, holding it until Ilya exhaled and Shane could follow him breathing out and letting the tension drain right from his bones until everything was loose and easy and quiet. 
 
Ilya lay there on his bed eight-almost-nine hours away and settled in comfortable to keep an eye on Shane as long as he wanted to be quiet. 
 
****
 
“When are you back, sweetheart?” Ilya asked it in Russian first, pitching his voice low and crooning the question so he could watch Shane flush a little at the tone of his voice, even if Shane didn’t understand what he was saying. 
 
“When will you be home?” he asked in English and Shane rolled to his back and rubbed at his eyes, bringing the phone with him as he sat up enough to prop against the pillows and headboard, “I’m planning on Friday afternoon.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya sat up too, kicking the messy towel off the bed and pulling the sheets up to his waist. “Will I see you Friday afternoon?” 
 
“Um.” Shane took a drink from the bottle of water by his bed and wiped his mouth. “Maybe?" 
 
“Maybe.” Ilya repeated. “Ah. Okay.” 
 
 “Wait.” Shane sat up alarmed when Ilya’s entire face creased miserable. “Wait, what is that, why do you look like that? What did I say?” 
 
“You said maybe.” Ilya sniffed. Rubbed at his nose. Tried not to show how bad a fucking maybe hurt after what they’d just shared. “But it means no with you.” 
 
“...what?” 
 
“Every time you say maybe to me.” Ilya repeated flatly. “It means no. Maybe you will come for dinner. Maybe you will call when I am gone with Sveta and girls. Maybe you can stay longer at bakery or maybe you will invite me out to cabin sometime.” 
 
Shane’s heart sank as Ilya tried for a smile, but only managed a weary grimace, “Maybe I can see you when you are home on Friday.” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane shook his head, then said it again louder, “Fuck. Ilya. I’m sorry.” 
 
“No.” Ilya tried to shake his head. “Is okay. I know I push too much sometimes, so–” 
 
“No.” Shane cut him off. “No. I didn’t realize I did that to you. That sucks. I’m sorry.” 
 
“Shane–” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane waited until Ilya met his eyes again. “Maybe doesn't mean no this time. And I’ll try to stop doing that all the other times too, I’ll try to just give you a real answer all the time. But listen, listen–!” 
 
He had to wait again for Ilya to turn back to him, and his heart sank again seeing how hurt Ilya had been over something else Shane hadn’t paid enough to attention to notice he was doing, something else Ilya had been willing to not bring up and not make a scene over and be quietly bothered about because for a long time, it hadn’t taken much at all for Shane to pack up and leave whenever he started feeling uncomfortable. 
 
Fuck. 
 
“Okay.” He shook his head. “Listen. Maybe does not mean no this time. It means I’m planning to leave early Friday morning, but depending on traffic and the roads and whatever the weather does, I might not even make it to Montbonne until late afternoon. I’ll be fucking exhausted after driving all day, but I have to go to trivia at Jacob’s because my team tied with Ben and Chelsea’s team on sports night which means we only have three more chances to get ahead in points before the tournament event starts for the trophy and I need that trophy, okay? I need it. It’ll go in the trophy room next to the pictures of me holding the three Cups.” 
 
Ilya cracked a tiny smile at Shane’s intense trivia explanation, and encouraged, Shane kept going, “I said maybe because I want to see you, I really really do. But I want good time with you, Ilya. Not when I’m too tired to do anything except sleep, not when I’m distracted thinking about the trivia trophy. I want good time with you. Real time with you.” 
 
“So you say maybe.” Ilya emphasized. “Because you are nerd and need to get trivia out of your brain before you can focus on smooching and canoodling and being moy koala medvezhonok.” 
 
“Koala bear? Really?” Shane grinned relieved when Ilya’s expression cleared again. “And yeah. Yes. So what if we plan for Saturday? You can bring the girls to breakfast at Jacob’s place so we can catch up, and then after, we could maybe–” 
 
“Maybe.” Ilya took the suggestion over, pointedly emphasizing the word again, “You come over. Spend the day at home with us. When we get the girls to bed, you and I can stay up. Have a movie night. I know you do not want to spend the night when the girls might ask questions right now, but you could stay late at least.”  
 
“Fuck I’d really like that.” Shane exhaled noisily. “Yeah. Exactly that. Let’s do that. Spend the whole day Saturday together. I can't wait."
 
"I can't wait either." Ilya's heart jolted thrilled at the promise of real plans, real time together, another chance at a very real departure from the last vestiges of their monkhood. "Oh and---"
 
He hesitated then, checking in carefully, “The picture you sent. It is mine? I can save it?” 
 
“Yeah of course.” Shane covered his mouth to hide a jaw cracking yawn. “I took it for you, it’s yours. Save it. Can I save yours?” 
 
“Yes. Please.” Ilya smiled when Shane struggled through a second, somehow even bigger yawn. “You are very tired, dorogoy?"
 
"No, no I'm fine." Shane tried to argue, even as his eyes watered as he tried to blink away the lingering yawn. "It's fine. Tell me about your day. Tell me um--"
 
"We can talk about my day tomorrow. Go to bed." Ilya instructed gently. "You will text me in the morning?” 
 
“Yes. Okay. I'll text you in the morning.” Shane gave in with a sleepy smile. “Bye, Ilya.” 
 
“Sladkikh snov, Shanychka.” Ilya tapped his lips twice, then set his fingers lightly at the screen over Shane’s face. “Sweet dreams.” 
 
****
 
From Ilyushka’s Jane: I’m ready for that Vegas conversation. 
 
From Svetlana Vetrova: Of course. 
 
From Svetlana Vetrova: Let me know when and where. 
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes:
 
We are NOT talking about the word count, but for a chapter that wasn't planned beyond "he goes to visit parents" and "sexy phone times HOLLA", it sure had the audacity to make me really emotional several different times. 
 
Let's dive right in: 
 
Early morning cinnamon rolls and coffee. No thoughts, I just love the whole scene. Ilya is so open and honest about what he wants with Shane and Shane is BASKING in being pampered, then Ilya gets buzzy at how openly Shane enjoys it and Shane gets fluttery knowing Ilya KNOWS how much he loves it... dorky boys flirting about dorky things, recapturing that easy innocence, it's all beautiful. 
 
Those weird growing pains of realizing your parents house is not 'home' anymore. Nostalgic and memories and childhood home yes, but not HOME home. Sometimes that realization is freedom and we are out the door at 18 and throwing ourselves into whatever is out there waiting in life, other times its an odd creeping sort of grief like meeting up with an old friend and realizing you've out grown each other. The house seems smaller, parents don't seem as all knowing and dependable, the only thing left in conversations is memories and stories about days gone by... 
 
Sometimes growing up is a BITCH and writing Shane suddenly going through that moment is melancholy but rewarding because it proves how far he's come mentally and emotionally, that he isn't that heartbroken boy stuck in vegas with only his parents in his life and that Montbonne has become something other than a place two hours north of nowhere on the map. 
 
Shout out to absolute DILF-MILF pair David and Yuna for keeping the horny alive, we love to see it. 
 
Very quickly about one of my top five favorite meals Stroganov getting a shout out in this chapter-- love moments where Shane blinks and realizes just how much Ilya loves him.
 
Honorary mention for the girls having zero concept of what 'penniless' means and of course, love love how their entire opinion of whether or not their Dad can have a boyfriend comes down to "well is it a stinky boy? no? it's coach? that's okay then." A real converation will be coming, but that one was fun to write. 
 
Hayden. Oh boyyyy Hayden. He really is a good guy. He's a little lost but he's got the spirit. He just wants his best friend back. He spent more time with Shane over the past fifteen years than he probably did with Jackie and his family and then they spent a year apart with very limited communication and he does not know how to reconcile his pre-injury best friend with the wreck Shane was after his injury and then the settled and stable and moving on version of Shane that Hayden feels like is a complete stranger. 
 
It's an interesting look at/reminder that our healing journeys look different to different people in our circle. Hayden isn't mad that Shane is better but he takes it a little bit personally that Shane didn't (or couldn't, or wouldn't) make some of those changes and steps towards healing until he was basically out of touch and gone from their lives. It's an unintentionally selfish POV and doesn't make Hayden a bad guy, but it's another moment in Shane's healing journey where he realizes how his actions are affecting other people. Plus, it sucks to be the friend left behind. It sucks to feel like equals with your best friend and then suddenly their life is completely different and you are the thing that doesn't fit... especially when in Hayden's case, every time his life changed he made SURE Shane was still involved and part of it in every way possible. 
 
I spent a ridiculous amount of time researching Ontario specific real estate/construction permits/timelines etc etc before I gave up and decided for the sake of the plot we are going to bippity boppity ta-da a cottage into existence in the next four months. Everyone just be cool with it, I promise what happens during the cottage chapter will be well worth overlooking my wildly inaccurate timeline. 
 
Sveta and the Russia trip conversation. This is a big deal. More on that later. 
 
Shane is me trying to take a sexy selfie. The way I laughed at him and my self for that whole section cos uhhh same. There’s a reason why none of my partners have ever received *spicy* pictures from me, and that reason is because I’m a fucking awkward aardvark just like Shane. But I do love Shane’s POV of the picture being awkward and clunky and nitpicky while Ilya just sees it all with heart eyes and rose tinted glasses. We are always beautiful to the ones who love us. 
 
Sex scene: kiss me through the phone amiright? I wanted it to be Shane initiating ,but not in that determined stubborn way he initiated bakery or the keeping boundaries/actively participating way of the ch9-10 spiral, but because he honestly wants to. The picture wasn’t necessary he could have just suggested a horny Facetime, but he took a chance because it would make Ilya happy and obviously Ilya fucking approved. 
 
Love the balance of Ilya taking to charge but then giving Shane that final "yes" to push it past a mildly sexy video. Shane rolling over and showing off that arch? BOY HOWDY. Begging to see Ilya's face and then Ilya losing all his English praising Shane as they try to come down? Good GOLLY. I've had this scene planned for so so long, it was one of the original nekkid scenes I planned for this fic (the not date, above the bakery, this scene, then {redacted} and {redacted} coming up later) and finally getting to write it was amazing, I love how much they love each other. 
 
Reclaiming the word "maybe." So much of this restart part of their relationship has been redoing and reclaiming things that maybe hurt/were tainted by bad memories, so Ilya getting the chance to speak up like "every time you say maybe, it means no" and Shane getting to apologize and explain and then them BOTH using it as a 'definitely yes' thing is so great. 
 
Coming up: Shane is brave with Hayden, brave with Svetlana and brave with Ilya when he finally makes it home. 
 
Thanks for reading! 







      

  












      Chapter 19: Brave (say what you need to say)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Slight Content Warning: Verse typical mentions of both Shane and Ilya's past struggles

Bigger Content Warning: I was grinning like a goofy gooberson writing the last few scenes of this chapter, it's so rewarding after so much angst to write the good parts!








  
Montreal
 
Wednesday
 
6:15 a.m.
 
“Shane.” Hayden was fifteen minutes late to breakfast. He offered Shane one of those universal exhausted parent shrugs and a rueful smile, “Sorry bud, I tried like hell to get outta the house on time, but you know how it is with kids.” 
 
Shane didn’t know how it was, and he’d never say it out loud to his best friend, but he was pretty sure Hayden didn’t really know how it was either. Everyone knew Jackie was the only reason the Pike household hadn’t crumbled beneath the weight of four kids and Hayden's career created absences Jackie ran their home and family with a level of grit and determination and discipline that ranked slightly below drill sergeant, so Hayden habitually being late when Jackie was the one doing all the morning routines seemed… weird… but Shane didn’t have kids, so what did he know? 
 
Ilya was always on time or early to everything with his girls, but comparing Ilya's mostly idyllic Montbonne life to the chaos that came with playing professional hockey wasn't really fair, so Shane put that thought aside along with the lingering itch of loneliness under his skin and stood to hug Hayden when he finally showed up at the diner. 
 
“No worries.” Shane waved off the apology. “I know meeting this early is a pain in the ass.” 
 
“Nah, it’s fine. About what time I’m up for my runs anyway.” Hayden unzipped his coat as they followed the hostess over to a window table. “Seems early for a retired guy though. Don’t tell me you’re still up and at ‘em at six am for a daily run.” 
 
“Not a run.” Shane scooted across the booth seat and set his jacket beside him. “But I go and skate most mornings at about this time."
 
“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me." The waitress came by with coffee and menus, and when Shane politely requested almond milk instead of creamer, Hayden added, “Well hey, at least that’s still the same.” 
 
“What?” Shane glanced up from his perusal of the sweetener options. “What’s still the same?” 
 
“Almond milk.” Hayden grabbed the bowl of single serve, flavored creamers and systematically opened and dumped one after another into his cup. “You drink your coffee the same way you always did.” 
 
“Yeah, I guess.” Shane gave up on the sweetener options and took a small sip of the plain coffee while he waited on almond milk. “Why would I change how I drink my coffee?” 
 
Hayden opened his mouth like he had something specific to say, seemingly changed his mind, and decided, "Nothing. Never mind." then gulped at the hot coffee and hissed through his teeth when it burned going all the way down. “Okay. Okay, man. We don’t gotta small talk this. Just go ahead tell me about her.” 
 
“About her.” The waitress came by with the almond milk. Shane picked up the little pitcher and poured it slowly into his drink, watching it swirl through into the dark liquid as he tried to gather his thoughts. “You mean–” 
 
“Her, Shane.” Hayden repeated in exasperation. “Her. The girl who’s got you all twisted up and turned around and doing shit like eating breakfast when I am pretty sure you never once ate breakfast a single time in the fifteen years we played together. You moved away to the Hundred Acre Wood–” 
 
“The Hundred Acre Wood.” Shane raised his eyebrows. “Seriously with that?” 
 
“Arthur’s going through a Winnie-the-Pooh, Tigger the Tiger, Hundred Acre Wood phase.” Hayden explained the random reference away with a shake of his head. “Whatever. The point is, you moved away, found a hobby, found a girl and now you’re– you're--"
 
He motioned up and down Shane’s body like all the ways Shane had changed in the last year were somehow reflected in his plain pants and comfortable hoodie. “Now you're different. So tell me about her. Tell me about the woman who cracked that robotic fucking exoskeleton of yours and found your lover boy heart."
 
“My lover boy heart. Wow.” Shane wrapped both hands around his coffee mug and braced himself to be honest. He’d mentally rehearsed the pending conversation at least a hundred times over night, had thought about it, thought about it, thought about it for the entire drive in to the breakfast meet-up, had figured out what to say and how to say it and how to get ahead of any questions Hayden might throw his way.
 
Shane had been working hard at not defaulting to planned speeches and prepared talking points. He'd been making legitimate efforts to speak up and speak out and be honest instead of letting long ingrained autopilot take over when conversations got tough and he got lost in the panic of trying to be coherent while also being polite and also figuring out social cues and situational norms and trying to be conscious of his tone but not too conscious of his tone...
 
Shane had been working on being real. In the moment. Actively participating. But coming out was the sort of conversation that was maybe better of planned for the sake of navigating any unexpected emotions on either persons part, so yeah, he'd thought his way through the conversation with Hayden at least a hundred times, kept working on it until he thought he was relatively comfortable with any direction he thought the talk might go.
 
But.
 
It turned out, talking through the conversation alone, running the words through his head and figuring out hypothetical answers to hypothetical questions was a lot easier than sitting at the breakfast table across from his best friend who was watching him wide eyed and expectant and encouragingly excited for details about the woman he was so sure Shane had found.
 
Here we go. 
 
“Okay. Well, first off.” Shane inhaled the fragrant steam wafting off the coffee and closed his eyes briefly, digging deep for his courage. “First off, I’m not staying in Montbonne for a girl. I didn’t uh– didn’t move there and find a girl, Hayden. I moved to Montbonne and found a… guy.” 
 
“A guy.” Hayden blinked at him. “Like a–” he pointed at Shane, and then at himself. “Like a dude? You found a dude? In Montbonne?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane cleared his throat. Swallowed. “Yeah. I sure did.” 
 
“Oh.” Hayden blinked at him. “Okay. Um. What’s his name?” 
 
“Don't take this the wrong way, but I'm not-- I'm not ready to tell you that yet.” Shane didn’t want to name Ilya without first asking if Ilya was okay with Hayden knowing. He didn’t want to name Ilya when first there were big questions about Russia and safety he needed to ask Svetlana. He didn’t want to name Ilya because yes, he was retired and yes, Ilya had been out of the league for over ten years, but Hayden had a big fucking mouth and Shane didn't want to risk it. He knew Hayden would never out them to be malicious, never out them to be cruel, but if he accidentally let it slip at a party or team meeting or even just over dinner with friends that Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov were hiding away in Montbonne and dating, their cozy little sanctuary would probably explode and Shane didn’t want that. 
 
Shane didn’t want the spotlight back on him when he’d only barely gotten used to it being gone. He didn’t want to drag Ilya into the limelight so the tabloids and commentators and social media sites could turn their story into a fucking circus. He didn’t want the quiet peace and noisy fun he’d found with the Mighty Loons and especially with Nadya and Mariya disrupted and dissected and disturbed. 
 
So.
 
“We're just not there yet.” he clarified after a beat. “Not uh– not announcing our relationship to the public or anything. So."
 
“Huh. I didn’t realize telling me the name of your boyfriend was the same thing as 'publicly announcing'.” Hayden set his coffee mug down a little harder than necessary on the table. “But okay.” 
 
“Hayden–” Shane tried, but Hayden cut him off with a chuckle that sounded more terse than amused, “Gotta say, it’s really fucking weird to not be allowed to know basic details of my best friends life anymore.” 
 
“Oh. Uh.” the waitress paused awkwardly by their table when she caught the tail end of Hayden's statement, “Do you guys need another minute to order? Or…?” 
 
“I’m gonna do pancakes.” Hayden looked irritated, so Shane spoke up first. “No eggs. Sausage. Do you have peanut butter instead of syrup?” 
 
“I can check on the peanut butter.” The waitress jotted it down then turned to Hayden, “What about for you?” 
 
Hayden rattled off his food order and handed the menus back to her, and as soon as she’d stepped away, Shane tried, “Hey. I’m sorry, alright? I don't mean to shut you out. I know I really disappeared this year, and–” 
 
“Don’t apologize for that, are you kidding me?” Hayden scoffed at him. “I understand that. We all understand that. Don’t get me wrong, it really sucked to lose you, for you to fuck off and disappear and hardly ever call, but I get it. After what you went through? I’m just glad you’re back around instead of turning up dead in the lake, okay?” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane flinched at the blunt reminder of how low he’d been when he first moved to Montbonne. “Y-yeah. I'm glad for that too."
 
“But still.” Hayden slumped back in the booth and pursed his lips, blowing out a deep breath. “Shit. Jackie told me not to be a dick about this.” 
 
“It’s fine.” Shane didn’t know what Hayden was going to say next, but he wasn’t about to give up on fifteen years of friendship because the conversation was uncomfortable. Unless Hayden came out and said something awful about the guy in Montbonne thing, Shane was gonna sit and listen and try to get through it because he was all done running. All done hiding. 
 
So, “Ask me whatever you want.” he said firmly. “Or say whatever– you know. Say what you need to about being mad at me or upset about the secrets or whatever. It’s fine. Promise.” 
 
“Alright then.” Hayden drained the rest of his coffee and pushed the cup away, then propped his elbows on the table and rubbed his face a few times. “Okay. I don’t wanna make this about me. This isn’t about me. But I gotta say, you being uh–” 
 
He darted a furtive glance around the nearly empty diner, and lowered his voice, “Into guys? That’s a pretty big thing to keep secret from me. We’re supposed to be best friends, Shane. And it feels like– okay, I know you weren’t lying to me, right? It’s not like you were telling me you were with a girl this whole time and then surprise, it’s a dude. I know you weren’t lying to me, but– but weren’t you? Sorta? Like there was this whole other part of you that you kept secret for a really long time and that sucks."  
 
“A really long time.” Shane twisted at a napkin anxiously. “What makes you think it was a really long time? Did you think I was gay before and just never said anything? Or...?"
 
“No!” Hayden objected loudly, then winced and tried again, softer, “No. I didn’t think you were gay, Shane. Maybe I'm an idiot, but that never crossed my mind. Not even once, okay? But I also know– or fuck, I think I know– that you don’t just wake up one day and decide you wanna stick it in a dude, right? So when did you figure it out?” 
 
“I don’t really know.” Shane didn’t know exactly when he’d decided he only liked guys and definitely was not into girls. Sure, it had started late in 2008 when Ilya fucking Rozanov had looked him up and down and teased him about being a sore loser, but even through and for a long time past Vegas, Shane had always assumed he’d find a nice girl and settle down and it would all be fine. He didn’t know exactly when that had stopped being a hypothetical option for him, but he told Hayden, “It was sometime in the last few years. I guess I finally came to terms with it or put a name on it or whatever. Just uh– not into girls. At all. Not even a little bit.” 
 
“Last few years. Okay.” Hayden sat back when the waitress brought their food. “You changed your mind because of Lily, right?” 
 
Shane’s heart thudded to a painful stop in his chest. The waitress refilled their coffee and scooted away quick like she’d picked up on the sudden crackle of tension in the conversation. Hayden cut into his omelette and took a big bite, and Shane sat there staring at him for another minute before he managed to croak, “What do you mean, because of Lily?” 
 
“Don’t do that.” All at once, Hayden looked irritated again. “Don’t act like I didn’t notice.” 
 
“Hayden–” 
 
“Shane.” He cut in sharply. “Gimme a fucking break. I swear, sometimes you act like nobody gives a shit about you. Like in all the years we basically lived together, I didn’t care enough to notice when you fell in love with that girl in Boston!” 
 
“I–” Shane didn’t know which part of that to talk about first, didn't know whether to apologize for yeah assuming Hayden hadn't fucking noticed, or to jump in and correct the girl-Lily thing. “Shit. I uh–” 
 
“She would text you and you’d get all smiley and stupid and text back right away.” Hayden pointed his fork at him accusingly. “You came up with the worst excuses to go see her, then you’d sit there and lie and say you weren’t gonna get laid while blushing fifty shades of tomato red. You never wanted to talk about her so I didn’t push it, but of course I noticed, Shane. You weren’t subtle. You loved that girl, and when she broke up with you–” 
 
“When she broke up with me.” Shane hadn’t managed a single bite of his breakfast yet, and he put his knife and fork down when the stack of pancakes suddenly looked nauseating in the wake of everything Hayden was saying. “What— what–?” 
 
“It was the year we won the Cup the first time, right? 2014-2015 season.” Hayden prompted. “I dunno if you broke up with her or she broke up with you, but it doesn’t matter. You were so messed up afterwards, one day I called your parents and begged them to get you to a doctor. You scared me, Shane. That bitch broke your heart and you just-- fuck, man. I can't believe you didn't think I noticed how bad you got."
 
Shane hadn’t known Hayden called and begged his parents to take him to a doctor. His parents had never told him that. 
 
“But then you snapped out of it.” Hayden went back to eating, cutting at his omelette aggressively and shoveling big bites into his mouth. “One day you looked so bad I was worried you'd walk into traffic or something, then the next day you showed up and locked the hell in. Like a switch clicked on in your brain or-- or maybe it clicked off. Maybe something clicked off because one day you were a mess and the next day you were... fine."
 
"But not good fine." he waved his fork at him again. "It wasn't good fine, Shane. It was actually really fucking freaky, okay? The guys always joked you were robotic or cold or a buzzkill with all your training and routines, but after Lily? I swear, it was like you weren't even human anymore. And we all noticed."
 
“Oh.” the words stung. Hearing about the aftermath of Vegas from an outside point of view, the reminder that his teammates had always considered him robotic and cold, the declaration that Shane's attempt at coping had made him seem less than human. Had made him seem fucking freaky.
 
It was worse, to think everyone had seen him collapse in on himself and hadn't reached out to help, they'd all let it go because he was winning Cups and rewriting records.
 
It was worse all over again awful to think maybe Hayden and the other guys on the team had reached out to help, and Shane had been too lost in his head to notice.
 
"I was trying." Faintly. "I um-- Hayden, I was trying to just-- to just uh--"
 
"No, I know. I know you were trying. And I always defended you." Hayden promised earnestly. "Plus, the guys shut up about it real quick once we got back to back cups and you were setting all those records and we were getting huge pay raises because you were dragging the team into the history books and the fans were throwing money all over the place trying to support us."
 
"But you know." Hayden's smile tipped melancholy. "I always felt like I lost you that year. 2014 and 2015. I dunno. You went from being my funky little friend with a couple weird quirks and an insane amount of talent to being a machine named Shane Hollander, and I gotta say, it sucked."
 
"Sorry." The apology tasted like sawdust on Shane's tongue, yet another reminder that his inability to cope had inadvertently left his loved ones hurt. "I didn't mean to-- to do that."
 
“You don’t hafta apologize.” Hayden denied impatiently. “I’m just trying to tell you I noticed. We all noticed. You never let any of us close enough to try and help, but yeah, man. Lily left you, you were messed up about it and we all noticed. We were worried about you. I was worried about you."
 
Shane didn’t know what to say if he couldn’t apologize again, so he stared down at his untouched plate and didn't say anything at all.
 
Hayden hadn't noticed Shane hadn’t taken a single bite of his food. Ilya would have stopped eating, tapped Shane’s plate and calmly but firmly told him to eat or nudged his own plate closer in case Shane wanted a bite of his food instead.
 
Hayden hadn't notice. Ilya would have never over looked it. Shane wasn't willing to leave breakfast without he and Hayden finally being on the same page, but Jesus Christ, he suddenlywanted to be back in Montbonne and back with his baker so bad he ached with it. 
 
After a minute of uncomfortable silence, Hayden prompted, “So that was it, right? Lily broke your heart, you shut down for a while, then swore off women. Decided to try guys. Is that what happened?"  
 
“N-No. That's not what happened.” None of the mental run-throughs Shane had done while trying to prepare for the conversation had included Hayden being upset about watching Shane self destruct and not being able to help. Dr. Soule was going to have a field day reminding Shane for the hundredth time that he'd never been as alone, as stuck, as abandoned as he'd felt for so goddamn long.
 
"I didn't swear off women and decide I was gay because Lily broke my heart." Shane shook his head. "That's not how it works. Or at least, it's not how it worked for me."
 
“Well then tell me!" Hayden's voice rose in frustration. "You never tell me anything anymore, Shane. So tell me this. Tell me what happened, because I don't fucking get it. How do you wake up and decide you wanna be with a guy? Or if you didn't just wake up and figure it out, why the fuck didn't you tell me?”
 
“Hayden. Are you... okay with this?” There were a lot of questions to answer, a lot of directions the rest of the conversation could go, but everything Shane had been ready and willing to share dried right up in his throat when Hayden suddenly sounded angry about it.
 
Shane knew in his soul that Hayden wasn't like the other assholes in the Metros locker room who had mocked and ridiculed and gotten downright gross when Scott Hunter had come out. He'd thought Pride Night their last season together had been a great idea, he'd even gone out to a gay bar in solidarity with some of the Ottawa players after a game one night, Shane knew Hayden wasn't some sort of homophobic bigot.
 
...but he also knew plenty of people were only fine with the 'gay thing' so long as it didn't get too close to their day to day lives and into their circle of friends. Plenty of people were fine with it until someone they knew or loved came out and then things could get really ugly, really fast.
 
Shane knew Hayden was a good guy, he knew Hayden loved him, but Hayden had sounded angry and impatient and like he didn't like it just then, so Shane scratched at his eyebrow, at his eyelid, and forced himself to ask, "I'm dating a guy, Hayden. Are you okay with that?"
 
“Of course I’m okay with it.” Hayden practically snapped the answer, and when Shane visibly startled, he held up a hand and tried again, lowering his voice to promise, “Shane. Fuck. Of course I’m okay with it. I don’t care who you stick it in, okay? I’m not tryna fight, I’m not tryna be an asshole, but you kept this from me for a long time and I’m trying to figure out if–” 
 
He quit eating, pushing his plate away and wadding up his napkin with a stressed out sigh. “Shane, I’m trying to figure out if you having to keep it a secret is my fault.” 
 
"Your fault." ... what? “Why would it be your fault? 
 
“Because clearly, I wasn’t supportive enough for you to feel like you could be honest about who you loved.” Hayden started counting off on his fingers. “I was too busy having kids, got too busy and didn't have time for you to come and talk to me after Lily fucked you up. Or maybe I was too hyped about all the wins and records and you didn’t wanna burst my bubble by telling me how bad you were struggling."
 
He spread his hands helplessly. "I saw it, Shane. I saw you shut down or whatever, but I didn’t push you about it and you sure as hell never talked about it so– so are we just not as good of friends as I thought? Am I a bad friend?"
 
"Holy shit." Shane slumped back into the chair and stared at his friend. "Hayden. You're pissed off because you think you weren't a good enough friend to me?"
 
Hayden made a frustrated, helpless sort of gesture and Shane huffed a disbelieving laugh, "Hayden, no. No. None of this has anything to do with you."
 
"No, I know it's not about me," Hayden insisted, "it's about you and this big secret you kept forever and I should have been better for you after Lily because maybe then you'd know you could tell me--"
 
"Hey." Shane sliced his hand through the air, cutting him off. "No. Okay? You weren’t the problem. It was me. My parents tried to be there for me, I’m sure you tried to be there for me, I was just too caught up in my own head to notice. Me not talking about Lily or-- or anything else had nothing to do with you. It wasn’t you. It was me and it was,” 
 
He stopped. Wet his lips. Nodded and let himself be honest. “Back then it was also Lily. Because I needed to keep our relationship a secret but… he… did too.” 
 
“He.” Hayden’s brow furrowed, then his mouth dropped. “He?”
 
“Lily was a guy.” Is a guy. “Boston Lily was never a girl. He was always a… him.” 
 
“Motherfucker.” Hayden breathed and Shane fidgeted with his fork, with the handle of his now cold coffee cup, with the edge of the napkin as he admitted, “Yeah. Um. That’s why I never talked about seeing him or why I had dumb excuses to get away, why I didn’t talk about the break up. Lily was a guy and because of my career and since his work kept him noticeable, we kept it a secret.” 
 
“Fuck.” Hayden gaped at him. “But you were with Boston Lily since like rookie year, Shane. She– shit, he– was the first person I ever saw you text. Or knew you were hooking up with. That’s a really long time, you guys were together a really long time. Like four years, right?"
 
“Five years.” Shane’s mind went to the dozens of screenshots saved on Ilya’s phone, all the messages he’d kept over ten years of distance because their five years together had meant everything. “We were together off and on since before my rookie season until we broke up in summer of 2014."
 
“A guy. You were with a guy you code-named Lily for five years.” Stunned. “And not just hooking up either. No way. No way a break up wrecked you that bad and it was just a hook up. You loved him, didn't you? And he left you? Broke up with you?"
 
The shock on Hayden's face morphed into realization, and then fury. "I am gonna find that guy and break his fucking nose. Punch all his teeth in. You spent five years with him and then he wrecked you like that? Left you to fall apart and went on with his own life? What an asshole!"
 
Then quieter, leaning across the table and staring worried into Shane's eyes, "How the hell did you even cope with that?"
 
“Obviously I didn’t.” Shane reminded him pointedly. “Remember? Cold and robotic and fucking freaky?"
 
“Right, yeah. But what about before that?” Hayden kept staring at him, searching Shane's face like he was actually seeing him for maybe the first time. “How did you cope with keeping a secret like that for so long? It’s one thing to hide havin’ sex with a dude, the other guys would have torn you to shreds in the locker room, especially before you were Captain and could tell them all to shut the hell up. But you loved him. You loved Lily, right? You had to love him after five years. How did you keep that quiet? I haven't shut up about Jackie since the day I met her, how did you keep a five year relationship quiet?"
 
“I never let myself think about it. About him." For five years, Shane had buried the want and need and emotion Ilya somehow dragged out of him way down deep and only let it out when they had a chance to meet. After Vegas, Shane had buried it  all way down deep in his bones and never let it out at all. “I had hockey and I had Lily and I did everything I could to keep them as separate parts of my life.” 
 
“Until he broke up with you.” Hayden realized. “And then what, all you had was hockey?” 
 
“I thought all I had was hockey.” Dr. Soule had been adamant and insistent and honestly a little bit mean pushing Shane through the steps to acknowledge the ten years without Ilya hadn’t been as empty and void and useless as Shane thought they were, so he shook his head and corrected, “I thought all I had was hockey for a long time. I was too far in my head to see,” he tapped the table meaningfully, “just what and who I still had in my life.” 
 
“Holy shit.” Hayden muttered, then, “Holy shit.” as he reached to Shane’s plate and stabbed a bite of his peanut butter covered pancakes. “So okay. You’re out now. Or at least,” he gestured uncertainly, “Out a little bit? Dating guys again What changed? Why did you decide to start dating again?” 
 
“Mostly uh,” Shane hadn’t ever gotten used to Hayden’s habit of eating off his plate family style the way all the kids and Jackie tended to pick off each other’s plates, but he’d never spoke up and told Hayden how much he fucking hated it either, so he stayed quiet when Hayden took another bite of his pancakes. The early morning with the fraught conversation and open honesty wasn’t the time to get fussy about his food. 
 
…Ilya never would have eaten off his plate, but Shane needed to stop mentally comparing Hayden and Ilya, no matter how bad he wanted to be back at the bakery and upstairs in the apartment and wrapped up in Ilya’s arms and…
 
“Mostly it’s cos I have time to be a person again.” Shane dragged his mind off of Ilya, out of the apartment, away from the bakery and back to the breakfast table in Montreal and to Hayden who really was trying his damndest to be a good friend and good ally. “Hockey kept me busy— I let hockey keep me busy so I didn’t have to think about anything. When I got hurt, all I had was time to think about everything, so eventually I had to fucking deal with it.” 
 
He pushed his plate towards Hayden so he could keep picking at the pancakes. “I was worried coming out would cost me my career. But I don’t have to worry about that anymore. So it’s easier to be open with it.” 
 
“Sure. Okay.” Hayden grabbed the syrup bottle from the condiment caddie on the table and poured a generous amount over the commandeered pancakes. “But you know. People are gay in hockey now. You know that."
 
“Yeah.” Shane chuckled. “I know.” 
 
“Scott Hunter came out years ago.” he reminded him. “It was a whole thing.” 
 
“I remember.” Shane remembered. He’d gone to the bathroom and thrown up sick to his stomach heartbroken and jealous and mad at himself for being so goddamn afraid. “I watched that game with my parents.” 
 
“And he’s fine, right?” Hayden took over the stack of pancakes without hesitating, big bites and sloppy scoops of syrup. “Hunter’s fine. He came out, got a little bit of flack for it, but everyone was basically nice to him. And then some of other guys came out and now the league has pride night and stuff.” 
 
“I know.” Shane knew. “I know they do. And it’s really cool.” 
 
“That was back in 2017.” Hayden finally got around to making his point. “So why didn't you come out then? Maybe not to the whole league but at least to me. I could’a supported you better after Lily if I’d known the truth.” 
 
“I wasn’t ready, Hayden.” Shane hadn’t been ready. He hadn’t been able to say it to himself in the fucking mirror, hadn’t been able to put a name to his heartbreak, hadn’t even been able to call what happened in Vegas a heartbreak. He’d called Vegas and Ilya and those five years nothing, he’d buried it deep and pretended it didn’t hurt until one day he didn’t notice the dull, numb weight of it pressing suffocating at his lungs and in his bones, he’d faked it until he was able to make it and convince himself he was fine. 
 
“I wasn’t ready for a really long time.” he said again, quieter. “But now I am.” 
 
“And it’s this guy in Montbonne.” Hayden watched him steadily. “He made it okay for you to be ready. So you– you’re happy with him.” 
 
“Yeah.” Yes. “Happier than I’ve ever been in my entire life.” 
 
“You don’t have to tell me his name.” Hayden didn’t like feeling like he was still shut out from Shane’s life, but he was so relieved to be having an actual honest conversation, that made his peace with the no-name rule and asked, “Is he nice?” 
 
“Oh no.” Shane broke into a grin. “No, he’s a fucking asshole.” 
 
“Oh.” Hayden had no idea what to do with that information. “Uh. Okay?” 
 
“No, I mean.” Shane tried and failed to temper his grin a little bit. “He’s nice. He is. But he’s um– yeah. He’s an asshole. I love it.” 
 
“Whatever works, I guess.” Hayden grinned just cos Shane was still smiling so wide. “He’s good to you?” 
 
“We are good to each other.” Shane mentally tied himself to the chair so his brain would quit shifting towards Montbonne and Jacob’s Place and the house on East End. Fuck, he wasn’t going to survive until Saturday. “We have alot in common, I coach his girls on the Mighty Loons and they’re maybe my favorite people in the–” 
 
“Whoa wait. Kids?” Hayden’s expression shifted back wary again like it had at the beginning of the conversation. “He has kids?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane didn't hesitate. “Twin girls. Seven year olds.” 
 
"So he's into girls, then." Hayden hazarded a guess, and Shane nodded, "He was married for a while. Had the girls. They've been divorced for a few years and he's got full custody, lives full time with the twins in Montbonne."
 
“That doesn’t worry you?” Hayden phrased the question carefully, not trying to sound suspicious but also a little bit doubtful. “He’s into you now, but it sounds like he prefers women if he married one and had kids with her. That doesn’t freak you out? You aren’t worried about him cheating on you with a chick?” 
 
“No.” Shane was promptly offended on both his and Ilya’s behalf. Hayden didn’t know any better, he didn’t know Ilya or the complexities and depth of the relationship with Svetlana and how it all tied together, but still. “No, Hayden. I’m not worried about him cheating on me with anyone, man or woman.” 
 
“Kay.” Hayden's brow still wrinkled skeptically. “I don’t mean any offense. And I'm not trying to be rude about your man or whatever. I just can’t imagine having the option between guys and girls and choosing guys for the rest of my life."
 
“Well right.” Shane flicked a wadded up napkin at him. “You can't imagine it because you're not into guys."
 
"Hm. Touche." Hayden lobbed the napkin right back at him. "Doesn't matter anyway though, right? This guy loves you so it doesn't matter if he's into girls too. You love someone, you don't cheat on them. Period. You don't have to worry about it, and Mr. Montbonne doesn't have to worry about me running him over for breaking your heart by going after some chick. Easy peasy."
 
"I--" Hayden's quickly confident assumption that Ilya loved him made Shane stutter. "I uh--" "
 
"Just for the record, so you and me are real clear?" Hayden rapped his knuckles at the table. "I don't care who you stick it in, alright? As long as you're happy. And you sure as hell seem happy."
 
“Yeah. I’m happy.” Shane decided not to traumatize his friend by correcting the assumption about who was doing the sticking and who was getting stuck, “And you and me,” he took a deep breath. “We’re okay? All the robot, freaky, not talking to you stuff, and me not moving back, staying in Montbonne-- we're okay after all that?"
 
“We’re always okay, Shane.” Hayden’s smile dimmed a little, a tint of melancholy in his eyes that Shane recognized as loss, as the dawning realization that things were different, that growth had happened with the unexpected distance. They were fine, things were fine, but it was all different now and Hayden smiled about it, but his eyes glinted a little bit sad about it too. 
 
“It’s my own stupid fault for thinking you’d come back from getting hurt, come back from Montbonne the same person you were back in the day, but you know.” He cleared his throat. “Instead, you show up and you look great. You’re laughing and talking and finally feeling like you can tell me super important shit and you’ve got someone who makes you smile so– so yeah. We’re always okay. This is great. It’s really great.” 
 
“It’s pretty great.” Shane let the loss and growth and melancholy and distance echo in his own heart for a minute, then decided not to let it rot there and asked, “Will you and the family come up to Montbonne this summer?” 
 
“Seriously?” Hayden lit up with a hopeful smile. “To like– to meet your guy? Or the kids? Or just hang out, or what?” 
 
“All of the above.” Shane would have to ask Ilya but he knew the answer would be yes. He knew Ilya would bitch and moan about hating Hayden Pike and his crotch goblins, but then he’d have Mariya and Nadya learn all the Pike kids names and he’d make some insane dessert for their big family dinner and probably take everybody to the bakery for lunch, so yes, “Definitely all of that. I want you to meet him, want the kids to meet the twins, you guys can stay at the cabin and the lake– we’ll make it work.” 
 
“I’d like that.” Hayden’s voice went husky and he had to clear his throat a couple times, had to take a big gulp of his water to steady himself. “I’d really fucking love that.” 
 
And quieter, “I love you, bud. I’m so glad you’re back around again.”
 
“Yeah.” Shane answered just as quiet. “I love you too.” 
 
****
 
Boston
 
From Lily: Have you been asked to chaperone the Spring Fling dance yet?
 
Shane had left breakfast with Hayden in Montreal at 8 am and drove straight through to Boston to meet Svetlana for a late lunch at 2pm. The five hour drive had been downright brutal after a night of almost no sleep, and he dropped wearily into one of the chairs outside the upscale, riverside cafe Svetlana had picked for their lunch, and rubbed at his tired eyes before texting Ilya back. 
 
From Jane: No. Have you? 
 
From Lily: Yes, but I will only go if you go. I refuse to  put myself through dealing with teenagers for a night without bonus of getting to leer at you in a suit. 
 
From Jane: Chaperoning is supposed to be about contributing to a safe and enjoyable evening for the next generation, not about leering at people.
 
From Lily: That answer was so boring it put me right into a coma.
 
From Jane: I’m just saying. I know the kids don’t appreciate the chaperones, but when the girls are big enough for dances, don’t YOU hope the chaperones are paying attention and making sure the night is safe for everyone? 
 
From Lily: I can’t hear you and your respectable reasoning, I’m in a boredom coma. 
 
“Coach Hollander.” 
 
Shane put his phone away when Svetlana called for him, stood up and ran his fingers through his hair to make it a little less road-trip messy, then wiped his sweaty palms down his pants as she came down the walkway from the parking lot to meet him. 
 
“Svetlana.” He started to wave, felt stupid for it, and dropped his hands down to his sides. Put his hands in his hoodie. Shoved his hands in his pants pockets, fuck what was he supposed to do with his hands?
 
“Hullo, love.” Svetlana opened her arms for a hug right as Shane was internally– and probably visibly– started to panic about what to do with his hands and how to greet her, and Shane, “Oh.” startled, then carefully put his arms around her and hugged her back. 
 
“Uh. Hey.” 
 
“How are you?” Svetlana pulled away to study him, tilting her head and rubbing at his arms when she said, “You look tired. And stressed. Are you alright?” 
 
“It’s been a long day already.” Belatedly, Shane realized that sounded like the impending meeting with her as the reason for his stressful, seemingly never ending day, and he tried to cover with an awkward, “And you know. Being with my parents for a whole week is surprisingly exhausting.” 
 
“Oh, I completely understand that, after a summer with my Papa I always feel like I’ve aged a decade or two just dealing with his day to day nonsense.” Svetlana’s green eyes brightened with amusement, and she patted his arm one more time before letting go, “It’s funny how we reach a certain age and suddenly we’re parenting our parents, hm?” 
 
“Right?” Shane surprised himself by chasing the touch, pressing at Svetlana’s slim fingers gratefully when her casually comfortable demeanor eased some of his nerves. “I had to scold my Dad for trying to lift heavy boxes less than twenty-four hours after his surgery. How are these the same people who kept me alive through my teens?” 
 
“Everytime I have to remind Papa of his allergies, I think the same thing. The generation who scolds us for not knowing how to–” she rolled her eyes, “I don’t know, use a fax machine and rotary phone? Have to be hand held through basic survival instincts? It’s honestly baffling.” 
 
Svetlana shaded her eyes from the sun, looking over the elegant outdoor seating at the cafe, then peering through the closest windows to see how crowded it was. “And speaking of basic survival instincts, I think the two of us might actually die if we try to have this sort of conversation while staring at each other over a white linen tablecloth while trying to politely eat too fancy food in too small portions. What do you think?"
 
“I mean." Shane glanced at the restaurant, then back at her. “You picked this place.” 
 
“Good news for you, I’m woman enough to admit when I’m wrong.” Svetlana grabbed for his arm and Shane automatically braced himself to handle her slight weight as she bent and removed first one, than the other of her intimidatingly tall, no doubt outrageously expensive, red bottomed high heels. “What if we take a walk instead?” 
 
“I don’t um–” Svetlana had been eye to eye with Shane in her shoes, and it was abruptly hilarious how much shorter she was without them on. She was still relatively tall even barefoot, but Shane had to look several inches down to maintain eye contact and he paused to laugh about it. "Holy shit, why are your shoes so high? How do you walk in those things all day?” 
 
“They’re more comfortable than you think.” She shoved the high heels in her oversized purse and pulled out a folded pair of ballet slippers to wear instead. “Plus my feet are so horrendously calloused after years of wearing those things, I don’t hardly have any feeling left in them anyway so the pain and pinch doesn’t matter.” 
 
Shane’s face contorted in disbelief and maybe a little bit of horror thinking about anyone’s feet being that calloused, and Svetlana smacked him in the chest playfully, “Oh stop looking so grossed out, I was kidding! I have pretty feet!” 
 
“This is a weird conversation.” Shane waited until she was standing steady again before stepping back, and Svetlana just winked at him, “Well, this is a weird situation. The conversation fits the vibe.” 
 
Footwear appropriately sorted, Svetlana inclined her head towards the wide, meandering walkway that followed the river as it wound its way through the city . “What do you think, Coach? Shall we wander?"
 
Walking sounded great. After five hours trapped in the car with his whirling, spiraling thoughts, Shane had been dreading having to sit through a high end lunch in a high end cafe across from the most important woman in Ilya’s life as they tried to navigate what came next in their unorthodox dynamic. But a walk along the river with the mid-March sun shining on them and the breeze off the water just cool enough to be comfortable sounded perfect. 
 
There would be room to breathe, room to think, room to be quiet if the words got difficult. He’d have the space to walk it off if his heart started pounding too fast or the emotions got tense and ugly, if the conversation lagged ,they could look at the water or listen to the birds instead of avoiding eye contact while sitting at a small table. Honestly, the decision to walk instead of sit and have lunch was sort of a life saver and Shane was relieved for it, but honestly not super surprised Svetlana had offered. 
 
She was Ilya’s best friend, after all. No way she’d spent decades at Ilya’s side and hadn’t figured out how to navigate tough conversations and emotionally fraught situations in ways that felt natural instead of confrontational, and it made Shane feel a certain way, made him smile a little bit thinking that Svetlana was willing to put that same amount of care and concern into a conversation with him. 
 
But, “Aren’t you hungry?” Shane checked in, just to be sure. “You said lunch, so if you want to eat...?" 
 
“There’s a plaza with food trucks about a mile that way.” Svetlana flicked her hand out ahead of them. “We can grab something there if you like.” 
 
“Okay.” That sounded doable. Food trucks meant options so Shane wouldn’t have to stress about requesting alterations on a menu, the exercise and fresh air would revive the appetite Shane had lost over breakfast, so, “Yeah. Let’s go for a walk.” 
 
“Here we go then.” Svetlana fished a thick scrunchie out of her purse, tied her curly hair up away from her face and started down the path. “Should we have some more small talk first, or do you want to get right into it?” 
 
“Oh.” There it was again, a ripple of appreciation for Svetlana’s candor, but no surprise at her demeanor. Of course Ilya’s best friend wouldn’t be the type to mince words or beat around the bush. “I fucking hate small talk, actually.” 
 
“Can confirm.” She nodded in quick agreement. “I get paid an absolutely dastardly amount to make hours worth of small talk while drawing up contracts and schmoozing with clients, but on my free time, I’d rather die than talk about the weather.” 
 
She waited a beat as they settled into a matched walking speed, then asked, “Does Ilya know you are meeting me?” 
 
“No, I didn’t tell him.” Shane had thought about it. Agonized about it. Worried that not telling Ilya was sort of like lying about it, but ultimately, “I wanted this to be between us. Is that okay?” 
 
Then belatedly, “Shit. Did you tell him?” 
 
“No, I thought this sort of thing was best kept between the two of us.” Svetlana confirmed. “If you want to tell him later, you can, but I won’t.” 
 
“Okay. Thanks.” Shane relaxed a little more beneath her quick reassurance and the knowledge that they were both on the same page. “So. When Mayday got hurt, you told me there were things that happened after Vegas that Ilya wouldn’t ever tell me, but I should still know.” 
 
“I did.” Svetlana tilted her face towards the midday sun, closing her eyes against the glare for a few steps. “I told you when you decided to love each other again, you and I should talk about it.” 
 
“Well, I’m here.” Shane stated, and the corner of Svetlana’s full mouth quirked into a tiny smile, “Which means you’ve made up your mind to love him again?” 
 
“That’s.” he swallowed. “That’s what it means. So tell me about it.” 
 
“Which parts?” 
 
“All of them. All the parts.” Svetlana looked so much like the twins with her hair up away from her face, it was almost eerie. Shane had to shake himself away from staring before he could say, “Start in Sochi.” 
 
“Alright.” her smile disappeared, her voice softening in remembered sadness. “I’ll start in Sochi.” 
 
Svetlana started in Sochi, started with the very first day when Ilya had called her panicking because his dad was slipping, sliding, mentally lost. Grigori had shouted at Ilya for being late to the game, for not wearing the right jersey for his juniors team, for being lazy and an embarrassment. When Ilya reminded his Papa that it was 2014 and he was the Captain of the Olympics team, Grigori had teared up in frustration before snapping even angrier, screaming and shouting and cursing at Ilya for being so disrespectful. Ilya had called Svetlana almost hysterical because his father was lost and his new wife Polina couldn’t be bothered to come home and check on him, while Alexei came to check, but couldn’t be bothered to care. 
 
“Russia lost. You remember how bad the game was.” she nudged a pebble out of the way, kicking it to the side of the walkway. “Ilya blamed himself for being distracted by Grigori. He disappeared over night and when I finally found him upstairs at the arena the next day, I thought he was angry about the game, but no. He was–” 
 
“Upstairs at the arena.” Shane remembered Russia losing so badly at the Olympics and he absolutely remembered seeing Ilya lurking on the top floors of the area. He'd climbed all those stairs with his heart in his throat and his hands trembling excited to see Ilya after so long apart, Shane had been ready to comfort Ilya after the devastating loss, but Ilya had been furious, cold and angry and pissed off shouting at him and Shane hadn't understood why. “He was um– he was watching the figure skating events?” 
 
“He’d been up there all day." she confirmed. "Maybe all night? Irina used to figure skate, you know. That’s why it was always Ilya’s favorite sport.” 
 
Shane hadn’t known that. Svetlana kept talking. 
 
Ilya hadn’t only been mad about losing the game that day in Russia, he’d been shaking furious when he realized he’d have to stay in Russia to take care of Grigori. He’d been so worked up that Sveta had worried for how intense his reaction was. She knew he loved playing in the League, she knew Boston was an escape from Irinia’s shadow and Grigori’s wrath, but there'd been something desperate and ugly and almost self-punishing about how hard Ilya worked to put everything in motion, how far he pushed himself to win the Cup for his Mama so he could at least say he’d done that before he gave up his contract and gave up his life and walked away. 
 
“I didn’t know about you, then.” Svetlana said in that same, cautious tone she’d used when reassuring Shane that Ilya had always kept things about them private. “I knew Ilya had been hooking up with someone named Jane for a while, but I didn’t know it was you and I didn’t know it was serious.” 
 
Ilya had come home to Russia straight from Las Vegas, shown up to Svetlana's apartment in the middle of the morning too drunk to stand up straight, sloppy and shaky and too lost in his head to do more than collapse onto her couch with his face in his hands and tell her everything, about Jane, about leaving, about Vegas. His phone had blinged with a text from Shane, ‘where did you go? No one knows where you are’, and Svetlana had barely goten Ilya to the bathroom in time before he was sick, coughing and cursing and vomiting his heartbreak out all over the floor. 
 
“It was like that every time you texted him for those first few months." She lowered her voice as they stood aside to let a larger group pass on the sidewalk. "He'd freeze up or-- or shut down and depending on what time of the day it was, how much he'd already had to drink, he'd be physically sick over it. Every single text. Every single time."
 
"Fuck." Shane cursed, “Fuck. I didn’t mean to– I didn’t know.” 
 
“Of course you didn’t know.” Sadly. “Because how would you?”
 
Ilya had stayed with Svetlana for months, lived out of his suitcase in her spare bedroom because he couldn’t stomach being in his father’s house alone. When he’d finally gotten brave enough to move back to the house, Svetlana lived part time in the room down the hall so she would be there if he needed her. 
 
“I used to tell him to call you, to talk to you, to explain what happened and get himself some closure or something.” A family of ducks crossed the sidewalk in front of them, and Svetlana snapped a few pictures to send to the girls. “But when the new season started and you sent him all those texts about abandoning his team and abandoning you, he was so upset that I sat with him all night to make sure he made it till morning.” 
 
Shane blanched. “Fuck.” 
 
“After that.” She took a deep breath. “I told him to block you. That time and every time after that. I told him to block you, delete you, to give up paying all that money to keep his Boston number and an international because every time you texted he got this look on his face that fucking scared me. You texted and he spiraled because he missed you, because he felt guilty for leaving you and leaving the team, and because he was so so angry that he had to be the one to take care of Grigori. He was angry about all of it, and you’d text him and he’d get sad about all of it, and god, Shane. I hated you.” 
 
Her voice caught, her steps slowing, and Shane slowed down too, his hands in his pockets and head hanging as he listened. 
 
“I hated you. I wanted to protect Ilya from himself and I wanted to protect him from you. You texted accusing him of not caring or being a pussy because he never texted back and I begged him to block you, bozhe moy, one night I blocked you.” She admitted. “I blocked you because you texted after playing Boston and it was– it was something about how you couldn’t even be at the condo anymore because he’d ruined it?"
 
“Yeah.” Shane remembered. Well, he sort of remembered. He sort of remembered coming home after beating Boston and spam texting Ilya because all he’d been able to think about was how Ilya wasn’t at the faceoff, how there were no texts on his phone, how the last time they’d played Boston in Montreal Ilya had come to his apartment and laid him out on his bed and—
 
“Fuck.” Shane remembered and Svetlana turned to walk backwards a few steps so she could look him right in the eye and tell him, “I blocked you that night because I was sick and tired of you being so fucking selfish about it all.” 
 
“Svetlana–” 
 
“I know you didn’t know.” She shook her head and turned back around so they were walking side by side again. “And of course ow I feel differently about it, but that night? I wanted to fly to Montreal myself just to hurt you. There were so many reasons why Ilya struggled with being back in Russia, but I think he could have handled it if it weren’t for you. He could have made his peace with leaving the League and his friends, he could have settled into taking care of Grigori or taken steps to deal with the rest of his family if he wasn’t also missing you. But you were a secret so big that keeping it all inside on top of everything else was killing my best friend and I hated you for it.” 
 
“I'm sorry.” Shane couldn't say anything except, "I didn't know any of that, but I'm really fucking sorry."  
 
Svetlana had unblocked Jane’s number that same night, changing it back before Ilya woke out of his drunken slumber. Severing their tenuous connection hadn’t been her decision to make, so she’d unblocked Jane’s number and went back to watching Ilya spiral. He’d been embarrassed to miss Shane so much, angry at himself for being too scared to text back, furious at his family and his father for failing him again, and the whole mess of it had been devastating. 
 
“How long um–” Walking in the sunshine to have the conversation had seemed like a good idea back at the restaurant, but when Svetlana was whispering harsh about Ilya’s worst days, the sunlight and breeze and fresh air felt offensive, felt like the beautiful weather was mocking the ugliness of the awful truths. 
 
“How–” Shane had to force the words past the lump in his throat. “How long was he like that? How long was it bad like that?” 
 
“Until the holidays.” Almost six months. Ilya had hated the holidays ever since losing Irina, so it had all been awful anyway, but then Grigori had taken a turn for the worse. The doctors had warned Ilya the holidays could be particularly difficult on dementia patients, when memories and nostalgia got tangled up and more confusing than ever, and the sharp decline had snapped Ilya right out of his self pitying, self destructive spiral and right into a cold sort of functioning. 
 
A bend in the sidewalk brought them to the plaza and the line up of food trucks waiting to be perused. The food smelled amazing, a blend of savory spices and a hint of sweetness, a dozen different options available at a dozen different trucks and Shane knew he was hungry, knew he needed to eat, but he couldn’t fathom choking down even a single bite when he still needed to know, “Okay so Ilya– he got better after that? After the holidays.”
 
“He didn’t get better.” Svetlana shook her head, and Shane’s stomach churned in another bout of guilt and sorrow. “He just… made himself move on.” 
 
Ilya stopped drinking. Stopped talking about Boston and stopped talking about Jane. Svetlana pretended not to notice the look on his face when Shane would text, because Ilya stopped breaking down about it. She didn’t say anything about the folder on his phone marked DO NOT LOOK or the screenshots Ilya took before deleting the text chain over and over. Ilya didn’t get better, but he moved on enough to stop hiding that he watched all of Shane’s games and to stop needing a drink before dealing with his father. He stayed on top of Grigori’s appointments and took over anything related to medications, he met with lawyers and estate planners and did everything he was supposed to do on the endless list of responsibilities no one else wanted to tackle. 
 
“He didn’t get better.” Svetlana chose a gyro for her lunch, inhaling the fragrant scent of the tender meat and creamy sauce before dumping a handful of cash in the tip jar. “Everyone else thought he did, he put up a good front, but I knew he wasn’t okay. He was coping and doing really well pretending with it, but his soul was gone, do you know what I mean? 
 
“Yeah.” Shane knew the feeling. Physically present, mentally and emotionally so far removed it all felt numb, like he was watching a life he’d never wanted play out around him like some sort of horrible movie. “Yeah, I sure do.” 
 
He settled on a protein bowl from the truck closest to the water, chicken and quinoa and vegetables, and Svetlana found a picnic table far enough away from the crowd of other food truck patrons to give a bit of privacy. 
 
“The emptiness was almost worse than the drinking.” she told him as they lay their food out. “It was scarier too. He'd been like that after Irina, but we were only kids back then. He grew up and got busy with hockey and had to move on. With you, he didn't have to move on. He was busy but it wasn't productive busy. He was empty and I was very scared for him for a long time. I don’t know what would have happened if the girls hadn’t come along and saved him.” 
 
In between bites of food, Svetlana told Shane about the panic of the positive pregnancy test. She was honest but brief mentioning the very few and very sporadic nights when they’d chased away the loneliness and stress in each other’s arms, how they’d always been very careful and the pregnancy was the very last thing either of them ever expected. 
 
Shane fought a burble of nausea when Svetlana talked very quietly about how they hadn’t known about the pregnancy until the window for termination was nearly over, how scared she’d been and how Ilya was even more scared, but he’d put his own fears aside to promise to take care of her and the baby. They decided together that there were worse things to do than raise a kid with a best friend, the talked about how life had changed so much in the last few years– they had changed so much in the last few years that maybe it would work out, maybe taking care of an innocent child would heal the deep hurts of Ilya’s heart and bring some happiness in the midst of all the misery. 
 
“Getting married made it easier.” she sighed, shaking her head over the stressful memories. “Which isn’t a sentence I ever would have believed in the past, but it really did help.” 
 
Marriage meant there’d be no question of custody or financial support or family court interference once the girls were born. Ilya worried if anything happened to Svetlana that her Papa Sergei might try to take custody of the girls, and he’d been right to worry. The birth had been traumatic and in the interim when Svetlana was barely conscious in the hospital bed and the girls were in the NICU, Sergei had come to the hospital to try and talk Ilya into signing over custody of the twins. He hadn’t been cruel, only worried. Not trying to hurt Ilya but trying to preserve what was left of his family after losing his wife and with his only daughter hovering in critical condition. 
 
“My Papa is very rich, he has powerful and a lot of influence.” Svetlana clicked her tongue. “If Ilya and I hadn’t already been married, he could have easily taken the girls and shut Ilya from their life forever. But that didn’t happen. I recovered, we went home together and Nadya and Mariya saved him, Shane. They did. It was like the light came back to him again. He hadn’t had the strength to get better for himself, but he was strong enough to be better for the girls. Everything he cared about in life came down to the twins and the text messages he kept saving from you and that was just—” 
 
She took a sip of her water. “Do you know, if you hadn’t moved to Montbonne, I think Ilya would have stayed alone raising the girls for the rest of his life?” 
 
“What?” Shane choked down a too big bite of quinoa and vegetables. "What do you mean?"
 
“After Grigori passed and we started planning to move away, I told Ilya to reach out to you.” She smiled faintly at the shock that crossed Shane’s face. “I told him to take a chance, that he and I could legally separate once citizenship things were secured, but he should reach out right away, start laying the foundation to be friends with you again. But he said no.” 
 
“He didn’t want to talk to me?” Shane ventured, but she shook her head, “No, it wasn’t that. He kept saying it was unfair to message you with the intention of trying to get back together when he was still married to me, even if it was in name only.” 
 
“Right.” Ilya had said essentially the same thing, but it was reassuring to hear it from Svetlana as well. “And I can’t–” Shane gestured briefly. “It’s not like I can be mad about him being faithful to his marriage.” 
 
“I told him to call you when we separated too.” Svetlana smiled at Shane’s understanding. “But he told me you were too busy with your career, with winning the Cups and breaking all those records. He had nothing to offer besides a small house in a small town and the chaos of two toddlers and he couldn’t take the heartbreak of being turned down. When you got hurt,” 
 
Her smile dimmed again, and she lowered her voice gently sympathetic towards Shane’s injury and the resulting retirement, “Ilya watched the game on replay until he was sick with worry about you, but he still couldn't call. He kept saying after ten years, he was the last person you would want to hear from. He knew you wouldn’t want a pity phone call from someone you hated.” 
 
She pulled a tomato from the gyro and ate it with her fingers, watching Shane closely, “Was that true? Was he right about that?” 
 
“I don’t know.” Shane answered honestly. “I don’t know what I would have done if he called after I was hurt, but i feel like– I feel like I would have hated him for it, yeah.” 
 
“I know you’re angry– or at least you used to be angry– that he never called and never texted. But you should know,” she crumpled up her trash and wiped her mouth on a napkin. “Ilya never did anything with anyone else either. He and I stopped sharing a bed or sleeping together shortly after the girls were born and I think maybe he went on a few dates after we officially separated. But as far as I know, it was never anything that went all night and he never saw the same person twice, and I know for a fact that it’s been years since he even tried.” 
 
“He settled into Montbonne, into the house and the bakery and I think,” she chose her next words carefully, “he won’t come right out and tell me and I certainly won’t ask, but I think at some point Ilya decided if he only ever focused on the girls, then he would be safe. No more heartbreak, no more risk, no more change in his life. He’d already lost both his parents, he’d lost you and his career and everything about that life, and it was safer to hunker down and hide in Montbonne than it was to ever try again.” 
 
“Wow.” Not for the first or second but maybe for the hundredth time, Shane was struck by how similar his and Ilya’s paths after Vegas had been, shocked speechless by how wrong he’d been with his assumption that Ilya had been fine while Shane had been the one to lose everything. “Um. When Ilya told me about picking Montbonne to raise the girls–” 
 
“--he told you we picked Montbonne because it was cute and picturesque and an adorable place to raise a pair of quirky little girls who would utterly thrive being raised in all that small town charm?” She breathed a laugh, and shook her head. “No, Shane. We chose Montbonne as a potential summer cabin retreat because of the small town charm. Ilya chose to stay in Montbonne full time with the girls because it was the perfect place for him to hide. If you wouldn’t have shown up in Montbonne also looking for the perfect place to hide?” 
 
Svetlana pinned him in place with a look. “Ilya would have buried himself in Montbonne. I know he would have.” 
 
“...oh.” 
 
“I’m going to tell you something now, something Ilya would never say because he thinks it’s mean to me, or dismisses how important I am to him or somehow lessens my role in his and the girls' life, or whatever.” Svetlana reached across the table to cover Shane’s hand, tapping her well manicured nails at the back of his hand before pressing at it warmly. “Do you know the biggest difference between Ilya and I, and Ilya and you?” 
 
“What um,” Shane stared down at their hands, at the delicate ring with a two stone setting of the girl's birthstones glinting on her right middle finger. “What’s that?” 
 
“Ilya and I settled for each other.” She said quietly. “We never loved each other or were even honestly interested in each other in any romantic capacity before the girls came along. We never tried dating, we never did more than hook up when it was convenient, and god, neither of us ever wanted that domestic parent life, or at least not any time soon. But when the girls came along, we adjusted. We changed how we viewed our relationship and decided to make an honest go at it because we were best friends and whether it was romantic or not, we loved each other. We made it work for the girls, we were faithful and respectful and good to each other, but at the end of the day, we settled for one another. Do you understand?” 
 
“I–” Shane wet his lips. “Um–” 
 
“You and Ilya chose each other. You chose each other back then despite every ounce of common sense telling you it was a bad idea,” she smiled when Shane couldn’t help snorting in agreement. “And you are actively fighting to choose each other again. That’s why you’re here with me, isn’t it? Because you want to be with him, want it to last for real this time, you are choosing him.” 
 
“Yes.” Nod. “I’m choosing him.” 
 
“Ilya deserves to be chosen.”  Svetlana said softly, almost sadly. “After everything he’s been through, he deserves to be chosen. And you, Jane.” she tapped her manicured nails at the back of his hand. “You deserve to be chosen too. That’s why I’m rooting so hard for the two of you. I know it’s messy and complicated and there are so many things to work through and talk through and figure it out, but at the end of the day, you two keep choosing one another. Not settling. Choosing. And I think that’s really beautiful.” 
 
“I um–” Shane closed his eyes and thought about seeing Ilya for the first time at the ice rink, about Ilya nervous and excited when he said yes to that first not date, about Ilya lighting up thrilled whenever he showed up unexpected at the bakery, how big Ilya smiled when he saw Shane with the twins, the way Ilya sighed quiet and longing whenever Shane reached to touch and hold and kiss him first.
 
Fuck.
 
It really was beautiful.
 
From Jane: I miss you. 
 
From Lily: Come home, then. 
 
*****
 
“Can I ask you about the visit to Russia this summer?” It was pushing five o’clock by the time their walk along the river brought them back to the parking lot at the restaurant. Shane leaned against his car and fidgeted with his keys, with the keychain Ilya had given him for Christmas and asked, “Is it safe for Ilya? If he and I are together, I mean. Is it safe for him to be in Russia?” 
 
“You are worried they will arrest him because he likes to kiss boys.” Svetlana leaned against Shane’s car too and dug around in her purse for a cigarette. “But no. So long as he is not kissing those boys out in the street while waving a rainbow flag and shouting blasphemy about God being a woman or something, he will be fine.” 
 
“I didn’t know you smoked.” Shane cocked an eyebrow when she lit the cigarette with a bedazzled lighter, and Svetlana exhaled a smoky laugh, “Oh, I don’t. Only when things are very stressful or very emotional or very–” 
 
She waved her hand out towards the city. “You know. I don't smoke the same way Ilya doesn’t smoke, which is to say, the two of us never really managed to quit at all.” 
 
“Right.” Shane smiled. “Cos Ilya doesn’t smoke either.” 
 
And then more serious, “He’ll be safe in Russia, though. You’re sure of it?” 
 
“Oh, you are actually worried about this.” She realized in surprise. “Has Ilya talked to you about this summer?”  
 
“No, we haven’t talked about it.” Shane shook his head. “But he said you guys go every year and stay with your Dad. And I mean,” he scratched at his eyebrow. At his eyelid. “We had code names Jane and Lily in our phones and never kept any pictures of each other because yeah, I was paranoid about my career, but also because it was actually dangerous for Ilya to be with me back then. I don’t have to worry about my career anymore, but he still has to deal with Russia. So yeah. I’m worried about it.” 
 
“Hm.” Svetlana studied him a moment. “Alright. Well. As a general rule, we are very private when we are in Russia. My Papa has lived a publicly famous life, but now he is old and wants his privacy. Most of the time we stay in the country house, if Ilya has to meet with his brother or the lawyers at all, he goes alone to handle it all in the city. He hasn’t used social media in any real way in years, my own profiles are strictly business, and we agreed a long time ago to never post pictures of the girls. So long as there is nothing online of you two obviously together, or you and Ilya and the girls looking like an obvious couple with their kids, then everything will be fine.” 
 
“What about the girls, though?” Shane pressed anxiously. “What if they mention anything to your Dad about me or how much time Ilya and I spend together?” 
 
“The girls.” She laughed. “Oh no, Shane. The girls are so overstimulated and spoiled and worked up about everything in Russia, they can barely put together real sentences about anything, much less anything beyond the next thing they want to do or how much fun they had that day. But if they do say something about you, Ilya or I will be there to redirect. It will be easy enough to turn a comment about you and Ilya spending lots of time together into an explanation of how the two of you used to play together. My Papa might even remember your name since you were drafted alongside Ilya. Then he’ll be so distracted by the girls being coached by the,” she winked, “Shane Hollander, he won’t pay any attention to anything else.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane folded his arms, chewing at his bottom lip. “Okay then. That should be alright.” 
 
“We will be very careful, Shane.” she assured him. “And you know, once my Papa passes, we won't go to Russia anymore. I might, occasionally, and maybe when the girls are older I might take them to visit. But when Ilya and I agreed to spend summers in Russia together with the girls, it was only ever meant to be until my Papa passed. This will not be a stressful summer separation for long.” 
 
Quieter, “And even though we are usually gone for at least six weeks, now that Ilya has you back in his life, I am sure he will want to shorten the trips.” 
 
“And you’re okay with that?” Shane asked curiously. “You’re okay with shorter family trips because Ilya wants to be in Montbonne?” 
 
“I am okay with it because he wants to be with his Jane.” she corrected. “I never have to worry Ilya will stop prioritizing the girls and our family. A shorter summer trip because he wants to be home with you doesn't change how dedicated he is to the girls and it doesn't negate his promise and our agreement to let the girls know my family. Honestly,"
 
She tipped her head back to exhale a cloud of smoke. "I am relieved he finally has someone outside the girls and our family. I told you, there were so many dark days after Vegas, so many times I worried he'd follow his Mama to the bottom of a bottle of pills, that for you to be back in his life and for Ilya to be smiling so much about it?” 
 
She knocked the ash away from the tip of the cigarette and nodded through a cloud of smoke. “Yes. Of course I am okay with it.” 
 
Svetlana gave Shane a moment to digest her words, then prompted, “What else do you need to know? What else do we need to talk about?” 
 
“You said um,” Shane hesitated. “You said Ilya has someone– me– outside of the girls and your family.” 
 
Svetlana waited, and Shane gathered his courage to ask, “Are you okay with me… not… being outside of the girls and your family? I mean, are you okay with me being a part of Mariya and Nadya’s life. Not just Coach or spending time with Ilya when they notice it, but you know.” please please please. “A real part of their every day life.” 
 
“Shane–” 
 
“I know you and Ilya are done.” he interrupted quickly. “I’m not asking permission to be with Ilya or anything like that, I know that’s between me and him and not– it’d be weird to ask his ex wife for permission to date him. But the girls are different. They're your kids and you have every right to say you do or don’t want someone hanging around them.” 
 
“I’m aware of my rights as the girls’ Mama.” she said with an amused little smile. “And I appreciate you thinking to ask, but of course the answer is yes. The answer was yes the day Ilya decided it was yes. I know he would never let anyone around Nadya and Mariya who didn’t love them every bit as much as he and I do.” 
 
“Right.” Shane loved the twins. There was no use pretending to deny it. 
 
“And since the girls have decided that you are their very favorite person, maybe even more than me and their Daddy,” her eyes sparkled with laughter. “I certainly can’t argue with it. Besides, have you tried arguing with those two? They’ll chew you up one way and then right down the other and leave you feeling like you tangled with a pair of tigers. They love you, so whether I agree with it or not, you are stuck being a very real part of this family.” 
 
Then with a brush of her fingers at his arm so he knew she was serious, “I do agree with it though. I am very happy to have you around for my girls, the more people in their lives who love and adore and support them the better. And I'm happy to have you around for Ilya. Frankly, it’s about damn time the two of you figured things out.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane’s relieved smile widened into a grin. “It’s about damn time, isn’t it?” 
 
“Maybe one day you and I can spend some time together just as friends instead of slogging through years of backstory and trauma.” Svetlana wrapped the cigarette butt in a receipt from her purse and tucked it in her coat pocket to throw away later. “But for now, I’ll let you go so you can get on the road again, unless you’re staying the night in Boston? In which case I think we should get dressed up and go out and get drunk together.” 
 
“I’m heading back to my parents house in Montreal.” Shane wasn’t looking forward to the five hour drive across the border, but he sighed and nodded. “We’ll have to get dressed up and drunk together some other time?” 
 
“Count on it.” She opened her arms for a hug and that time, Shane pulled her in close, holding her tight and closing his eyes when he felt her thin frame shudder through a sigh. 
 
“Thank you, Jane.” the words muffled into the shoulder of his hoodie. “For loving the girls and for choosing Ilya and for not being scared of how messy this whole thing might feel.” 
 
“Oh no, I was fucking terrifed for a while.” Shane admitted, and she hugged him tighter. “But it’s worth it, so I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
“Good.” Svetlana pulled back enough to kiss him on the cheek, then wiped a smear of lipstick away with a small smile. “Hug our girls for me when you get home?” 
 
“Yeah. I sure will.” 
 
*****
 
From Lily: Call? 
 
Shane could have called. There were a few spots he would probably lose service heading towards the border and through to Montreal, but he wouldn’t hit those spots for a few hours and they weren’t even big enough to matter, wouldn’t disrupt a call for more than a minute or two at a time. It was a long fucking drive and Shane hadn’t talked to Ilya more than a couple texts all day and hearing his deep voice and the comfortingly familiar accent in his ear would certainly help the miles pass by faster. 
 
But. 
 
From Jane: Can’t.
 
The walk and talk with Svetlana had ended well, but Shane’s head was still spinning from everything she’d told him from the explicit details of how bad Ilya’s depression had been to how the girls being born really had saved him. Ilya had mentioned getting better for the girls but he hadn’t said anything about being physically sick whenever Shane spam texted pissed off and sad and missing him. Ilya had been truthful about why he hadn’t reached out to Shane after they’d moved back to Boston and eventually to Montbonne, but he hadn’t said anything about making his peace with hiding away in Montbonne forever. 
 
Ilya was honest with Shane, but Svetlana had been sort of brutal and Shane’s heart felt bruised from it, his head hurt with it as his mind raced piecing together what he’d known before and what he knew now so he could put together a better picture of the boy he’d loved before Vegas and the man he was itching, clawing, scratchy needing to get back to now. 
 
More than all that though, Shane was reeling trying to reconcile all over again how he’d been so goddamn sure Ilya had led a perfect life for ten years, only to find out again and this time in painful, spelled out detail, that Ilya had spent most of that time lost and lonely and angry just like Shane, that even after putting the work in during therapy and getting better for his girls, Ilya had still gone to Montbonne to hide. 
 
Somehow they’d found each other in a small ice rink the same way they’d found each other in a small ice rink all those years ago in Saskatchewan, and Shane was reeling with the knowledge of how easily they could have missed each other back then and there in Montbonne again. 
 
From Jane: Will text you tonight.  *kiss emoji*
 
From Lily: That was only one kiss. 
 
From Jane: I’ll give you the other one in person. 
 
From Lily: Maybe before trivia? I do not know if I can wait to see you until Saturday. 
 
From Lily: Could be very quick smooch. So innocent. Hardly anything. I won’t even try to slip you any tongue. 
 
From Jane: Well, that doesn’t sound like a very fun kiss. 
 
From Lily: Wait! No! I will give you ALL the tongue. It will be the most interesting kiss in the world! 
 
From Jane: Alright. Maybe before trivia on Friday. 
 
From Lily: Okay. Text me later tonight. 
 
From Lily: Чмок-чмок
 
*****
 
Montbonne Community Ice Rink
 
Thursday Evening
 
“Alright girls!” At fifteen minutes til seven, Ilya blew the whistle twice and called for the team. “Good practice tonight! Very good job. Fifteen minutes free skate, yes? Keep hands to ourselves, remember no chirping mean things, but otherwise okay, go fly away, Loons.” 
 
The Mighty Loons disbanded from their mostly orderly circle to take off across the rink, bumping into each other and laughing out loud, chattering with their friends as practice wound down and it was finally time to have fun. 
 
Ilya skated to the players box and took a seat on the creaky bench, partly so he could dutifully fill out Shane’s ridiculously detailed post practice analysis of the drills and maneuvers and individual progress of everyone on the team, and partly so he didn’t have to sit and make small talk with the parents while they waited for the girls to finish up their ice time. 
 
Usually Ilya was fine with some post-practice conversation, but following along with inane small talk while waiting for Nadya and Mariya to finish was entirely different than following along with inane small talk after an hour spent chasing seven and eight year olds around the ice, blowing the whistle only to be mostly ignored, talking through drills six different times because most instructions went in one Mighty Loon ear and right out the other, redirecting a million times because the girls all had the collective attention span of a gnat and trying to follow Shane’s meticulously planned out practice itineraries all at the same time. 
 
Fucking fuck, Ilya suddenly very clearly understood why Shane escaped to his office as fast as he could after each practice. Ilya had always sort of secretly hoped and assumed it was so they would have a chance to share a kiss, but after a week of leading practice for the Loons, he fully believed Shane dipped out of post-practice conversations and sought refuge in his office to hide from all the noise. 
 
An hour of trying to corral the Mighty Loons drained Ilya’s batteries faster than an entire day at the bakery, how the hell did Shane do it multiple times a week? 
 
“Mr. Rozanov? Uh, Mr. Ilya Rozanov?” 
 
Ilya looked up from the clipboard with a frown when he was not only interrupted, but interrupted by someone he didn’t recognize. 
 
…who…? 
 
“Yes?” he looked the stranger over slowly, from the combover haircut badly disguising a helluva bald spot, to the expensive branded jacket all the way down his tailored slacks to his out of place in a small rink shiny shoes. “Can I help you? 
 
“Actually, I’m here looking for Shane Hollander, but the gal in the office upstairs told me you are filling in for him?” the card the man handed Ilya was fancy, heavyweight and expensive and embossed with the organizational crest from one of the competitive hockey leagues. “Funny thing, two hockey players of such high caliber ending up in a place like Montbonne.” 
 
“Funny is word for it, maybe.” Ilya flipped the card over in his fingers, eyebrows raising when he saw the title printed on the back. “League Recruit and Advisor. This is you?” 
 
“That is me, yep.” He opened the door to the players bench unprompted and took an uninvited seat right next to Ilya, either not noticing or not caring that Ilya’s facial expression was rather less than welcoming. “I spoke with the coach from the Matador team– oh, have you met him? Coach Reilly? I think he played the girls here a few months back.” 
 
“I remember Coach Reilly.” Ilya answered stiffly. He fully remembered the obnoxious coach of the Matadors, the same one Shane had threatened to hit if he didn’t stop screaming at the girls. “He is an asshole.” 
 
“Coach Reilly is in fact an asshole.” Came the unperturbed agreement. “But he’s one of the best coaches the U9 division has, maybe one of the best coaches in the competitive league honestly, and when he told me the Shane Hollander was out here volunteer coaching a rec league in Montbonne, well I had to come see for myself.” 
 
“The Shane Hollander.” Ilya’s stomach twisted up uncomfortably as he read the card again. League Recruit. Fuck. “Why did you have to come see about that?” 
 
“I’m on the hunt for a new coach for one of our AAA U16 teams.” he stretched thin lips into an overly polite smile. His whole demeanor reminded Ilya of a used car salesman. “Whole roster is full of kids just waiting to launch right into the big leagues, and they need a Coach who can get them there. Who better than the Shane Hollander himself, right?” 
 
“Coach Hollander already has a team.” The words came out brusque. Almost rude. Ilya couldn’t help it. The fancy dressed, fancy card carrying, fancy titled League Recruit and Advisor from the AAA U16 division was there to offer Shane a highly paid, highly visible, highly rewarding job as Head Coach for the next batch of super stars, and the panic of it started out as a weight in Ilya’s stomach, then clawed strangling up the back of his throat and landed in his head loud because no. 
 
No no no, he couldn’t lose Shane to something like this when he had only barely found him again, no. 
 
“He already has a team.” Ilya inclined his head stiffly towards the girls still skating and scooching and playing around on the ice. “His girls. The Mighty Loons.” 
 
“Right. And I’m sure he’s having a blast with these kiddos, but it certainly couldn’t hurt to ask if he’s interested in something better, now could it?” The recruiter countered easily. “A player like Hollander stuck in a place like Montbonne– it’s been over a year since he got hurt so I’m sure he’s ready for a real opportunity, huh? Probably itching for the chance to get out of here and back in the big leagues? Guys like him shouldn’t ever retire, but if they have to, the next best thing is to coach the upcoming generation.” 
 
He nudged Ilya lightly. “Of course, I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention we also need an assistant coach. I’m only officially here with an offer for Coach Hollander, but it’d be real stupid of me to not try and bring in Ilya Rozanov too. Nobody ever did it on the ice the way you two did. I got to see a couple Montreal vs Boston games live back in the day and whew, you two were something else out there. Both of you coaching this team, or even one of you coaching and the other running conditioning and drill camps– you could redefine the metrics of how the AAA divisions judge greatness.” 
 
“I am not interested.” Ilya was not interested, and his solidly flat refusal caught the other man off guard, “Really? Not in the slightest?” 
 
“No. And I think,” Ilya fucking hoped, “Coach Hollander will not be interested either. He is happy here.” 
 
“Well, I’m going to leave my card with you anyway, and here,” he dug in his briefcase and withdrew a stack of papers. “This is nothing official of course, but look through this packet if you get some time. I’ve got salary ranges, benefit packages, stats from previous teams, all that sort of thing. It’d be worth your time to look it over. In the meantime, if I put together a packet and leave it with you, will you make sure Coach Hollander gets it whenever he’s back from–” 
 
“Coach Hollander!” 
 
“Oh hi, Coach!” 
 
“Coach! Welcome back!” 
 
Someone by the entrance of the rink called out a greeting, then Madi’s mom called out as well from where she was laying out snacks on the table by the locker room. Matilde straightened up on the bleachers and waved towards the lobby, and on the ice–
 
“Coach!” – “Coach!” – “Hi to Coach!” – “Hi hi hi Coach!” a chorus of little voices rang out shrieking in excitement as Shane pushed his way through the big double doors at the front of the Montbonne Ice Rink and started making his way over to the ice and to Ilya, a whole day before he said he’d be home. 
 
Oh.
 
“There’s the man of the hour now.” Abruptly finished talking with Ilya now that his main objective had unexpectedly entered the building, the recruiter gathered up his briefcase and hurried his way out of the player’s box, hustling over towards the Coach’s office where he assumed Shane would go right away. 
 
He didn’t know Shane though. He didn’t know Shane’s first priority was always the Loons, so Shane wouldn’t be heading to his office, he’d be heading right to the ice to greet the team after a week away. The recruiter didn’t know how hard Shane had worked at developing friendships with the parents on the team, and how he’d be sure to stop and chat with everyone long before he stopped to talk to a stranger. 
 
The uninvited, unwelcome, intrusive AAA League Advisor didn’t know Ilya was sitting on the players bench staring in shock and surprise and fucking shaking with exhilaration because his Shane was home a whole day earlier than he’d promised, and the light glittering in Shane’s dark eyes along with the promise in the small smile curving around his gorgeous mouth as he walked directly towards Ilya was the most beautiful thing Ilya had ever seen in his life. 
 
“Coach Coach Coach!” The girls all raced towards Shane, catching themselves on the boards and shouting at him in excitement,  and Shane’s smile for Ilya widened a little before he shrugged half apologetically and half ‘you know it is’ before finally breaking eye contact so he could open the door to the ice and clap his hands for the girls.
 
“Mighty Loons! Roll call!” 
 
The rink erupted in quacks and hoots and howls as the girls all sounded off so their Coach could find them, and Ilya grinned when in the midst of all the noise he could hear Shane laughing, calling for each of the girls by name as the team surrounded him with loud questions and buzzy excitement and squeezy hugs. welcomed him back home. 
 
Shane found Ilya’s eyes again over the girls heads, and Ilya grinned and nodded in complete understanding that the girls and team came first, then cupped his hands around his mouth and added to the chaos with a loud, “Welcome home, Coach!” 
 
His addition started another round of noise, another round of “Welcome home, Coach!” and “I’m glad you’re back!” and “Where were you!” and much to Ilya’s chagrin, “Mr. Rozanov isn’t as good as you!”
 
Shane kept laughing. Ilya sat back on the players bench and kept watching. 
 
Welcome home, Coach. 
 
*****
 
The last few minutes of ice time and snack time were interminable. Everyone wanted to stop and talk to Shane, wanted to catch up over the week apart and check in on his Dad and family. Shane was polite and kept smiling the entire time, answering questions quickly and making sure he sounded appreciative and not impatient every time he had to repeat the same information about his Dad’s health to yet another well meaning but still sort of nosy parent who was unconsciously and unintentionally keeping Shane from getting to Ilya. 
 
Eventually and fucking finally, the girls were all mostly changed out and the families were starting to leave, the noise in the rink starting to lessen. Nadya and Mariya were out of the locker room and fully involved in an intense game of round the bleachers tag, so Shane held up his hand- five minutes- to the guy hovering by his office door for some reason, then made his way over to where Ilya was leaning against the boards, staring out at the ice. 
 
“Hello interim Coach Rozanov.” Shane leaned against the boards with his back to the ice, his elbows propped on the top rail and head turned enough to see Ilya’s face, to devour him with his eyes. He couldn’t help remembering what Svetlana had said about those first few awful months after Vegas when Ilya had been so lost, when all of Shane’s texts had been angry and accusatory, and Shane’s heart twisted as he searched Ilya’s face for pain or stress or misery dimming the light of his blue eyes or creasing at his expression. 
 
But no. Ilya looked a flustered by Shane’s unexpected arrival and understandably tired after coaching a Loons practice, but he looked soft too, his hair casually curly and mouth already lifting in a ready smile and eyes happy as he turned to look at Shane and fuck. 
 
Fuck, he was gorgeous and Shane wondered if he told Ilya that enough, if he’d ever said it enough before Vegas and if he said it enough now. 
 
“You’re so goddamn gorgeous.” he breathed, and Ilya’s mouth parted in thrilled surprise, his eyes widening in delight and there it was. There was the answer. Shane hadn’t and didn’t tell Ilya how beautiful he was often enough, and oh he was bound and determined to change that. 
 
“I do not know if I believe you, Coach Hollander.” Ilya tried and mostly failed to hide a wondering grin behind his hand as he turned back to the ice and attempted to sound casual. “I think you are only saying I am gorgeous because you had to look at Hayden Pike all week.” 
 
“I’m absolutely not only saying that because I had to look at Hayden all week.” Shane glanced around the mostly empty rink and shifted his weight sideways, slid his elbow so it almost bumped into Ilya’s fingers. “I’m saying it cos it’s true. And cos I’m really happy to see you.” 
 
“I am happy to see you too.” Ilya moved his hand a surreptitious inch so his fingers nearly touched Shane’s elbow. “You came home early. You said Friday.” 
 
“I said maybe,” Shane emphasized it with another slide of his elbow, firmly wedging it up against Ilya’s hand. “Friday.” 
 
“Mmm yes, of course. My mistake.” Ilya turned his hand enough to sweep his fingers lightly lightly up Shane’s arm. “Why didn’t you text and tell me?” 
 
“I don’t know.” Shane said quietly. Honestly. “I haven’t slept much the past few nights and I just– I don’t know. I woke up this morning and decided I wanted to leave. Packed my stuff and hugged my parents and left. I wanted to be here. And I didn’t tell you because…” 
 
He bit at the inside of his cheek, worrying the tender skin between his teeth as he watched Ilya’s fingers trail slowly from his elbow, up his arm, and then back again. “I wanted to see how you reacted.” he finished after a minute. “I wanted to see how you looked when I showed up. I guess.” 
 
“You wanted honest.” Ilya pinched the fabric of Shane’s hoodie between his fingertips, tugging it and wishing it was out of the way so he could get to skin, so he could watch goosebumps scatter up Shane’s arm and turn into a blush filling in to his cheeks under his freckles. “Not planned. We schedule every time to see each other, plan it around work and practice and the girls, so you wanted to see how it was to surprise me.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane glanced around the rink again, checking on the girls, checking on the stranger still standing by his office door, and nudged his foot sideways too, tapping their shoes together. “Exactly that.” 
 
“And?” 
 
“And fuck.” Shane couldn’t look away from Ilya’s eyes, the shape of his mouth and the line of his jaw, the gold necklace glinting around his neck and the braided black cord of Shane's coach whistle laying over it. 
 
“Fuck.” he said against, soft and hoarse and husky, his fingers flexing with the need to touch. “The way you looked at me when I walked in, how you smiled like that? It uh– it made me wish I would have come back sooner. Or surprised you at the bakery or at least somewhere halfway private. Or–” deep breath. “--went to your house for Christmas when you invited me back in December so we didn’t waste all this time.” 
 
Ilya started to frown, and Shane shook his head, rushing on, “No, I know it was better for us to break up for a while and go slow so I could get my shit figured out and work on everything, but holy shit.” 
 
I choose you, I choose you, I choose you. “Holy shit, Ilya. All I’ve been thinking about the last few days is how much time we wasted now and how much time we wasted before Vegas and it’s–” he shook his head. “I had to be here. So I came back early.” 
 
“Hm.” It felt like everything that Shane had come back early, felt like it healed another part of Ilya's heart, that same part that healed a little bit better every time Shane reached for him first or made an effort to see him or texted unprompted that he missed him.
 
“So.” Ilya ran his tongue along the inside of his bottom lip, nervous and eager and hopeful. “When can I see you?” 
 
“You’re seeing me right now.” Shane slanted him a snarky little smile. “Aren’t you?” 
 
“Stop.” Ilya’s stomach swooped funny when Shane flirted teasing at him. “You are not funny.” 
 
“Oh, come on.” Shane clicked his tongue and lolled his head sideways to grin lazy and knowing at him. “I’m pretty sure I’m hilarious.” 
 
Shane was hilarious, effortlessly funny and witty and smart, and so goddamn good looking when he was relaxed and confident and blatantly flirting, it was almost unfair. Ilya usually loved it.
 
But right then, Ilya was desperate enough to be trembling, and it came out in his voice, caught up audible in his breath when he licked his lipsand lowered his voice to ask, “Lyubov’moya. You would make me beg?” 
 
Shane straightened up when he heard the rumble in the words, when the intensity in Ilya’s blue eyes landed hot against his skin. 
 
“Beg? No, not tonight. But some other time.” he murmured, voice pitched equally low and gaze unblinking. “Maybe.” 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya’s nostrils flared over a too quick inhale, his lips parting on a quiet gasp, “Shanychka…” 
 
“Excuse me, so sorry to interrupt.” The recruiter had gotten tired of waiting by the office, had gotten tired of being ignored and was frankly not used to being ignored, so he made his way over and interrupted what he thought was simply a quiet conversation between the Mighty Loons head coach and the Mighty Loons interim coach. “Sorry, Mr. Hollander. But I work with one of the AAA U16 teams as a recruiter and advisor to the league. My name is–” 
 
“It’s Coach Hollander.” Shane corrected without breaking eye contact with Ilya. “And I’m going to need another minute here. You can wait by the office some more or you can try and get ahold of me tomorrow. Your choice."
 
“Uh.” The recruiter wasn’t used to being ignored and he certainly wasn’t used to being dismissed and he gawked at Shane for a few seconds before nodding stiffly. “Alright then. I’ll just keep waiting by your office.” 
 
“‘It’s Coach Hollander’.” Ilya mocked Shane as the recruiter walked away, but the attempt at sarcasm fell flat because he couldn’t stop staring at Shane’s mouth, his eyes flitting from Shane’s lips to the freckles up on his cheek, up to his dark eyes and back down again. “Shane–” 
 
“Oh before I forget, I have that coffee cup in my car, the travel mug?” Shayne informed him with a tiny, knowing smile at how frustrated the subject change would make Ilya. “I washed it for you.” 
 
“I do not care a single shit about that.” Ilya huffed and Shane's smile widened, “So maybe I’ll just keep it along with the pajamas?” 
 
“Hm.” Almost a whisper. “Maybe you do.” 
 
“Maybe I will.” Shane could barely breathe beneath the weight of Ilya watching him, and his entire body prickled in awareness when he realized Ilya could barely breathe either. Standing only close enough to hardly touch, staring at each other from close enough to kiss but not daring to when people were around to see– the intensity of the moment made Shane feel itchy, his skin too tight and clothes too constricting, and Ilya plucked at his shirt collar, at his necklace, when everything felt too tight, too hot on his end too. 
 
“Can I call you tonight?” Shane managed to ask and Ilya immediately nodded, “After dinner, yes. Around eight-thirty so I have time to get girls washed up and settled after nighttime books.”
 
“Okay.” Shane nudged their feet together again. “I’m gonna go talk to whoever this asshole is at my office, then I’ll call you.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya murmured. “I will be waiting. 
 
Shane made himself leave, didn’t let himself look back at Ilya as he headed towards his office and the briefcase toting stranger waiting on him. 
 
“Hey there, sorry about that.” he held out his hand to shake. “Coach Shane Hollander. What can I do for you?” 
 
“Hi there, I’m a League Recruit and Advisor for one of the AAA U16 teams.” he shook Shane’s hand vigorously, then handed him a business card. “And I’d like to talk to you about a really important coaching opportunity.” 
 
Okay.” Shane looked over to the big double doors where Ilya was herding the girls towards the car. Nadya sent him a quick wave, Mariya bellowed an enthusiastic, “Bye to Coach!” across the lobby, and Ilya tapped his lips twice towards him, then winked and waved bye as he ducked out the door. 
 
“Okay.” Shane shook off the urge to run after Ilya and the girls and follow them to the East End house, and resolutely unlocked his office door and waved the recruiter in. “Let’s talk in here.” 
 
*****
 
From Jane: Okay time to call? 
 
From Lily: Yes. 
 
“Hi.” At eight-thirty-five that night in the Montbonne house, Ilya picked up on the very first ring when Shane called, and out in the cabin by the lake, Shane sank a little deeper into his spot on the comfortably familiar couch and smiled, “Hey.” 
 
“What did that guy say?” Ilya wanted to know as he shoved the last of the dinner plates into the dishwasher and turned it on for the night. “He wanted you to coach for him, yes?” 
 
“Wanted to recruit me to Coach one of the big AAA U16 teams yeah.” Shane hugged one of his favorite throw pillows to his chest. “Talked a big talk about how I should be coaching the next generation of superstars or whatever.” 
 
“Right. Yes.” Ilya wiped down the counters and tossed the rag towards the laundry room. “But what else did he say? What team is it, where do they play out of, anything like that?” 
 
“It’s not anything I want to talk about right now.” Shane deflected. “It doesn’t matter. I just uh– I’m just glad to be back.” 
 
“Yes, I am glad you are home.” Ilya dropped onto the couch in the living room and tried not to sound as nervous as he felt. “But did he give you a packet? Paperwork to look over? Or–” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane cut in. “It doesn’t matter. But listen, I was thinking about a lot of stuff this week while I was gone and especially the last couple days. A lot of stuff about us. And I wanted to ask you–” 
 
“D-DADDY!” A wail came from the top of the stairs, Nadya’s voice pitching high in a panic. “Sister is tr-tr-trying to cut her hair off!” 
 
“My pink brush got stuck!” Mariya sounded much less panicked, and much more pissed off as she shouted, “I hate having long hair! I am cutting it off!” 
 
“Oh shit.” Shane’s eyes bugged out in alarm when he heard the clamor over the phone. “Mayday strikes again, huh?” 
 
“Damn it.” Ilya cursed in frustration. “I told her not to use that pink brush in her hair, it cannot get through curls!” 
 
“Did I call too early?” Shane checked the time. “I thought after eight-thirty–?” 
 
“No no, is not your fault, this time is usually fine.” Ilya shook his head, pressing the phone closer to his ear like it would keep him close to Shane after a week apart. “I am trying to help girls be more independent, is ah–” 
 
Another round of shouting sounded from upstairs, and he dragged a hand over his face, “Bozhe moy. Is good for them to practice combing and brushing their own hair, even with very curly, very frustrating hair. But they can only use certain combs and brushes, and Masha–” 
 
“DADDY!” 
 
“Stop ratting me out, Nadya! Snitches get stitches!” 
 
“I d-don’t wwwwant stitches!” 
 
“No stitches, Masha!” Ilya hollered, then lowered his voice to apologize, “Sorry. I have to go see what is wrong. I will call you right back.” 
 
“Ilya–” 
 
*click*
 
“Oh my god.” Shane couldn’t do much more than laugh when the phone cut off abruptly. He couldn’t imagine a problem involving Mayday and scissors and threatening to give her sister stitches for snitching was going to resolved at any reasonable speed, so he unfolded the blanket at the other end of the couch and pulled it up to his shoulders, then turned on the TV to something banal and background to settle in to wait. 
 
He was so exhausted from the lack of decent sleep and the turmoil of so many big conversations in the span of a few days, that he was very nearly snoozing when his phone buzzed by his ear almost an hour later, and he jolted away with a mumbled, “Ilya…?” 
 
“You were sleeping?” Ilya’s heart sank at having missed the chance to talk because his goblin children couldn’t be left alone for more than five minutes. “Sorry. Sorry, I did not mean to take so long. I can call again tomorrow when the girls are at school so we can talk without interruption.” 
 
“No.” Shane shook himself awake, clearing his throat. “No no, it’s fine. I’m fine, I’m here. How um–” he covered his mouth through a jaw-cracking yawn. “How’s Mayday?” 
 
“I had to wrestle scissors from her so she would not cut pony tail off.” Ilya told him flatly. “Kids are demon strong when they are determined, I do not understand how it is possible.” 
 
“You had to wrestle the scissors from her?” That certainly woke Shane up. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
“Mm, only a little. They were doll scissors, so could barely cut hair anyway, so is okay now.” Ilya was exhausted from the day, from practice, from the scissor fiasco, but he knew Shane was exhausted too and as he fumbled for his super secret pack of cigarettes stashed way up high in the cupboards, he felt bad for even asking, “Do you mind sitting with me while I smoke? Or I could call back?” 
 
“No, don’t call back.” Shane pulled the blanket up higher over his shoulder and snuggled deeper into the couch. “Stay on the phone with me, I’ll sit with you while you smoke, it’s fine. It’s fine. Besides,” another yawn. “Wrestling Mayday for scissors definitely sounds like it deserves a cigarette.” 
 
Ilya’s laugh was muffled around the cigarette in his mouth as he ducked out the back door to the porch, and the conversation lagged as the lighter click–click sparked and he could take that first long drag, then exhale out all in a relieved rush. 
 
“Fuck. Okay.” Ilya dropped into the chair on the porch and slumped down, stretching his legs out in front of him and tipping his head back against the head rest. “I am sorry for chaos, dorogoy. I am very glad you are home and I am sorry it is like wild animals here at my house and we cannot talk when we plan.”
 
“Ilya.” he soothed him quickly. “It’s fine. I promise it’s fine. I get it and I don’t mind it– it’s fine.” 
 
“If you say so.” Ilya’s voice roughened in appreciation for Shane not only understanding, but being willing to deal with the constant clamor and noise that came with being dad to the twins. “Tell me what you were going to say before Masha went wild.” 
 
“I was going to say I missed you.” Shane turned sideways on the couch and propped the phone up like he had when they were Facetiming together, closed his eyes and listened to Ilya’s voice coming from right beside him and let himself imagine they were laying together. “Every single day I was gone and I missed you this whole time we’ve been doing this dumb monk thing, and I miss you like– like right the hell now.” 
 
“I missed you too.” the words were strained as Ilya held the smoke in his lungs for a long pause, then let it all out in a cloud. “Every day since Christmas and all the days you were gone and yes, right now too. I miss you right now.” 
 
He tapped the cigarette at the ash tray and put it to his lips again, eyes closed and phone held tight trying to hear Shane breathing in his ear. “So when the hell can I see you and do something about it? Are we still waiting until Saturday? Even though you are home early?” 
 
“Yeah, I still want to wait til Saturday.” Shane answered softly, and Ilya shook his head in a burst of lonely frustration, but made himself agree, “Okay. I will wait.” 
 
“It’s not that I don’t want to see you.” Shane had practiced this part, planned what he wanted to say because he knew it would be tempting to change his mind as soon as he saw Ilya, knew it would be difficult to stick to the plan as soon as Ilya rumbled something about wanting to see him sooner. “But I’m so tired, I might actually sleep all day tomorrow until trivia. I need to clean the cabin and grocery shop and all that sort of thing, so–” 
 
“Shane, is okay.” Ilya felt bad for pushing when of course Shane would be exhausted, of course he’d want and need time to get himself comfortable in his own space after spending a week away from home and before spending a whole day ensconced in Ilya’s space with all the noise and activity and busy nonsense that came with Ilya’s life. “Is okay, I do not mind waiting. Like you said, we have time, yes? And will be better to have good time together. Real time, instead of tired or busy or rushed. Is okay.”  
 
“Okay but–” 
 
“Shane, really.” Ilya shook his head. “Is okay, you are worth–” 
 
“Will you shut up a second and let me talk?” Shane huffed, then grinned when Ilya’s mouth shut with an audible snap. “Thank you. Just listen.” 
 
He took a deep breath and got back on track, fidgeting with the hem of the blanket and focusing on the comforting texture to soothe his nerves. “Okay. I know we said we would spend the whole day together Saturday. Breakfast with the girls at Jacob’s Place and hanging out at the house, I’d stay late for a movie night, all that sort of thing.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya tried not to sound so damn nervous. “Okay?” 
 
“I do want to do all that at some point soon.” Shane promised. “But I was going to ask you.” breathe. “For Saturday. Will you come over for dinner instead? Just you. Come out here to the cabin. It’s private and quiet and I’ll cook for you, and we won’t have to worry about the girls, and if you can find an overnight babysitter–” 
 
Ilya inhaled sharp and Shane bit at his lip, a ripple of anticipation wavering in his voice, “I’d like you to spend the night. Here. With me.” 
 
“Overnight.” Barely audible from Ilya. “You are sure?” 
 
“Yeah.” Fuck, Shane was so so sure, it was all he’d thought about the entire drive back to Montbonne. “I want you to stay the night, want you to stay with me. Is that okay?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya sat up straight in the chair, gripping at the arm rest until his knuckles turned white. “Yes, I will stay with you. I will take girls to a friend’s house for sleepover, or ask Alicia to come and stay at the house with them so I can be with you all night. Dinner and all night together.” 
 
“Yeah. Dinner and all night together.” Shane felt like his smile was obvious in his voice, warping his words goofy because he couldn’t form them right. “Just um– just let me know for sure, okay?” 
 
“Is for sure.” Ilya promised determinedly. “I will be there.” 
 
“Okay then. Saturday.” Shane whispered very very softly, “It’s… a date.”  
 
“Da, Shanychkya.” Ilya whispered back very very softly. “It’s a date.” 
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
Back when this fic was supposed to be 12ish chapters, this was originall chapter 10. I had it mostly written out, I knew pretty much how the Svetlana conversation would go and mostly how the reunion at the ice rink would go, and it was interesting to see what I had to change/what still stayed the same even with how big the verse as gotten. 
 
I want to point out how the chapter is structured because it's a mini parallel of Shane's journey in the fic. The first scene is about his past and his current life coming together, having to be honest with himself and with Hayden, having to make conscious choices to work through the tough conversations. Then he meets Svetlana and they literally walk side by side together down the path and journey of Shane hovering on the outskirts of life Ilya's life to being ready to step fully into life WITH Ilya. Then the ice rink again, where it has always started for the two of them-- first in Saskatchewan, again in Montbonne, again for the first date, for the anniversary, for their Ch14 conversation and finally this one, where Shane shows up on his own terms ready to finally reach out and take what he wants. 
 
Breakfast with Hayden: We love Hayden. He might not always say the right thing and yeah, he lets his emotions get the best of him but at the end of the day, he loves Shane so much. He goes from upset that Shane never lets him in enough to try and help, to being mad at Girl Lily for breaking Shanes heart, madder at Boy Lily for breaking Shane's heart, upset at himself for not being a good enough friend for Shane to be open and honest with, ready to throw hands if Mr. Montbonne Who Also Likes Girls hurts his buddy-- and then by the end, he just wants to know that there's still room for him in Shane's brand new beautiful life because he loves his buddie. 
 
Walking with Svetlana: Good golly do we love Svetlana. I loved this whole scene. Shane has heard the same story three different times now-- the bare details he got in ch4-6 as Ilya told him a little bit about Russia, the Alexei and family focused explanation Ilya gave him in 17 and now Sveta's story, which is actually ILYA'S story, the parts he doesn't talk about. It's all the bad days that he worked so hard to get through and get past, of course Ilya doesn't want to talk about them, but it's so important for Shane to really really understand that it was never, Ilya Did Great While Shane Suffered. It wasn't just ten years of silence and unanswered texts. It isn't that Ilya planned this perfect little life in Montbonne, it's that Montbonne was the safest, lowest risk, quietest place where Ilya could hide away forever. 
 
I also really love the settling vs choosing part of the conversation. We all deserve to be CHOSEN in life and in love, not pushed together because oops pregnancy or 'well it could be worse'. To be known and seen and loved by the person or persons who CHOSE us out of every one else in the world? Fucking stunning. That's Hollanov in this verse and every verse. Choosing each other even when they shouldn't, when it's dangerous, when it's difficult. 
 
Honorary mention for Sveta saying: Hug OUR girls. 
 
Home to Montbonne Again: This scene was meant to be an almost exact reversal of the first meeting at the ice rink way back in Chapter 2. It's Ilya out of his depth as a new coach, cringing from conversation, trying to focus and so exhausted, and then the double doors open and Shane walks in and Ilya's entire world shifts. Instead of Shane bracing himself to go and talk to Ilya at the boards for the first time in ten years, Shane can hardly wait to get over there. They aren't avoiding eye contact, Shane can't stop staring at Ilya and they are two seconds away from blurting everything out and ripping everything off right then and there. Shane is confident and teasing and Ilya is swept away by it-- ughhhh I LOVE THEM. 
 
IMPORTANT: Shane being an asshole "it's Coach Hollander and you can wait over there." we love to see it. 
 
The phone call! Yes, it's important and gratifying for Shane to be so easily accepting of the interruptions and understanding that Ilya can't always be Lover Boy, he also has to be in Dad Mode. But also, as a curly haired girl, the amount of stupid brushes I broke in my hair and the amount of times I wanted to cut it all off? I see you Mayday. 
 
Shane being bold to ask Ilya out to the cabin for the night is a big step! it's not just overnight, it's overnight in Shane's space, a full welcome and chance for Shane to give Ilya what Ilya has been offering almost since the first day in Montbonne-- a space to fit into his life, taking care of him via food, offering comfort and time and intimacy. I really wanted Shane to take the initiative with this not only to prove to Ilya how committed he is, but also to prove to himself how far he's come in his healing and how ready his heart is for the next step. 
 
And speaking of the next step....
 
Coming Up: It’s a (smooshy, multiple times nekkid, sappy sweet, unbearably romantic, maybe slightly cheesy, 300k words long awaited) DATE!







      

  












      Chapter 20: Last First Kiss (this is it, we're meant to be)
  


    Chapter Summary

    This is long as fuck, even by my standards. I thought about moving/deleting a few scenes or splitting it in half and doing the night/morning as separate chapters, but honestly this is best read all as one. The scenes build on one another and splitting it takes away the emotional impact so… yeah.  Here’s like, 30k words. 

Get comfortable for a few hours and remember to hydrate, because– 

They do be (sappy sweet, long awaited, bossy, needy, emotional, dropping to knees, floating in subspace-Domspace-everybody is floating space- ep6 cottage vibes, finger sucking, body worshipping, important conversation having, emotional gift giving, drowning in the smooshiness, making dentist appointments because the sugary fluff is tooth rottingly good, talking each other through it multiple times cos they’re horny boys in love breaking monkhood chastity vows like the world is ending) Nekkid.

(holla!)








  
Saturday Morning
 
From Lily: Still on for tonight? 
 
From Jane: Abso-fucking-lutely.
 
From Lily: Dorky answer, try again Hollander.
 
From Jane: How about you jerk it by yourself tonight, Rozanov?
 
From Lily: Nooooo Hollander! I want to fuck you! 
 
From Jane: Then hurry up and get here. 
 
Saturday morning dawned bright and clear and crisply calm, the sun rising across the glassy surface of the lake and melting the frost clinging shimmering to the bare tree branches, the forest outside the cabin waking up with quiet chirps and trilling birdsong and a rush of quick little creatures leaving tiny paw prints in the lingering snow beneath the scrubby evergreen bushes.  
 
It was a beautiful morning, the best weather the mercurial March had supplied all month, the sort of morning meant for lingering over a cup of coffee and taking a blanket out to the back deck to soak up the sun and read a favorite book, the sort of morning meant to lead towards easy lunches and lazy afternoons, comfortable dinners and early, cozy nights. 
 
Unfortunately for the glittering lake, presumably adorable woodland creatures, and the Robert Frost poem worthy birch trees stretching towards the clear blue sky, Shane was entirely too busy to appreciate any of it. 
 
He’d slept most of the day Friday, making up for the less than ideal sleep he’d gotten at the Montreal house, and recharging from the mental and emotional strain of being away from his normal routines, his regular habits and the cushy rut of familiarity he’d carved out for himself in Montbonne. He’d missed skating every morning, missed seeing the Mighty Loons and listening to their nonsense, he’d missed Ilya more than even seemed possible, and after driving ten hours on Wednesday, then waking up and driving eight almost nine hours back to Montbonne on Thursday, Shane had been too wiped out to do anything except ask Ilya for a date, then crawl into bed and sleep until his alarm went off Friday evening and it was time for trivia. 
 
Yes, Saturday morning was bright and beautiful. Sure, it would have been the perfect opportunity for Shane to reflect on the previous week and everything that had happened in Montreal. Absolutely, Shane could've used another day of rest and relaxation to ease the lingering stiffness of too much time in the car followed by too much time in bed, he could have settled into the quiet and gave his brain a break after the noise and clamor of Trivia Night at Jacob’s Place, he could have asked Dr. Soule for a quick appointment to talk through some of the observations and truths he’d discovered about himself and his loved ones.
 
Instead, the sun was up, the birds were singing, March was behaving, and Shane had been up since five a.m. racing around getting everything ready for the most important dinner date of his life. 
 
First, a trip into Montbonne. Yuna hadn’t had many recipes from her mom, but Shane had only flipped through two index cards before he found one that would work, something relatively easy and sure to be delicious, one he remembered obachaan making when he was younger. Ilya had stories and memories and heartbreaking nostalgia wrapped up into the blinis he made for Maslenitsa, and Shane’s memories of the savory, crispy pancake-like Okonomiyaki weren’t near that intense, but he thought maybe Ilya would appreciate the point of it anyway. 
 
It was something about sharing family recipes with one another, about dinners that added up to mean more than the sum of their ingredients, something parallel about Ilya bringing Shane into his life with the stories of his Mama and the traditional recipes, and Shane wanted that too. He wanted to give and return and hopefully theoretically match the effort Ilya made for him and for them, so he’d stopped into a Japanese market in Montreal for the unique ingredients, then headed into Montbonne at first light to gather everything else necessary for their date. 
 
“Eggs, green cabbage, green onions, flour.” Shane mumbled his way down the list as he zig zagged through the grocery store. “Bacon. Bacon? Maybe just shrimp..?” 
 
Both options went in the cart, as well as pork belly and some beef. Obachaan had always made the dish with bacon and shrimp, David preferred it with noodles, and much to everyone’s chagrin, Yuna sometimes ate it with whatever left over ingredients she found in the fridge mixed right into the batter. Around twelve or thirteen, Shane had stopped eating Okonomiyaki all together, complaining that the mess of textures and flavors made his teeth itch and his head get loud, but he thought now that his eating was better and his day to day life was less overstimulating, maybe he could try again.
 
It was important to him to try again so he could share it with Ilya, so Shane put everything on his list in the cart, then added extra to the cart, because he wanted to give Ilya every bit of effort Ilya always gave him.
 
That meant getting every possible option for their Okonomiyaki because Ilya had made sure Shane had every possible option for Maslenitsa. It meant picking up Coke from the soda aisle and a whole list of garnishes to complement the shockingly expensive vodka Shane had purchased on his way out of Montreal, the same brand and bottle Ilya kept at his bake table. Shane grabbed a new blanket in a dozen shades of blue because the cabin could get cold at night and the house on East End had blankets hanging off every couch and chair and piled in every corner. Lightly scented laundry detergent so he could strip the bed and wash both the current sheets and the back up set. An extra case of water for the sake of conveniently scattered bottles anywhere they might end up. A new toothbrush on the off chance Ilya forgot his. 
 
The list went on. Shane had clocked and catalogued and appreciated the work Ilya put into the above bakery apartment for all their Monday dates, from the extra linens to the full fridge, the towel and soap stocked bathroom and extra clothes stashed in the top dresser drawer, and he had every intention of replicating that level of care and attention to detail and foresight for their date. 
 
…he went through the self checkout line so he wouldn’t have to make small talk with a cashier while scanning the lube, a box of condoms and a discreetly packaged clean-up kit so he could make sure every inch of the cabin and every inch of himself was ready when Ilya arrived. 
 
With the groceries put away and the personal supplies set aside for later, Shane got to work cleaning the cabin. It wasn’t messy, not when he’d deep cleaned it before leaving for Montreal and not when his usual tidying routine already skewed a smidge towards obsessiveness, but Shane still turned on some music, pulled his cleaning caddy out from underneath the kitchen sink, and took on scrubbing the place with a vengeance. 
 
Ilya had put extra effort into cleaning the bakery apartment before their first time, Shane was going to do the same thing. 
 
He started in the bedroom. Sheets and pillowcases went into the wash and the assortment of regular pillows, comfortable pillows and purely decorative throw pillows were vigorously vacuumed with the handheld dust buster, then spritzed with the only fabric refresher spray scent that hadn’t given Shane an immediate headache. The blinds were dusted and the curtains pushed open to let the sunshine in for now, and to allow the expected full moon to shine through for the night.
 
The pile of self help books Shane had never managed to read were whisked away to the living room bookshelf, and Shane put the condoms and lube in the side table, then ripped open the packaging on a new phone charger cord and plugged it in on the other side of the bed just in case Ilya forgot his charger, or left it in the living room, or didn’t want to get it out of his bag or– or whatever. Whatever it was, Shane was ready. 
 
Sheets and pillowcases went into the dryer, and Shane moved on to the bathroom. 
 
Shower and sink and toilet were scrubbed clean and wiped down, and Shane hesitated hesitated, then moved his prep supplies to the tiny second bathroom off the guest bedroom. It would only take half as much time to wipe down that bathroom as it did the big one, so he’d get ready for the night in there and keep the master bathroom as pristine as possible. Toilet paper stocked, body wash and shampoo and conditioner bottles wiped down and set up so Ilya could use them if he wanted, the mirror cleaned and floor scrubbed, and Shane washed his hands before setting the brand new toothbrush next to his own on the sink.
 
He sorted through the linen closet to find one of the large fluffy towels he didn’t use because it was too heavy, but knew Ilya would like because every towel Ilya owned was somehow the fluffiest most oversized, most obnoxiously giant thing ever. The floor mat went into the wash, Shane put an extra washcloth in both tables by the bed, then went out to the kitchen for a drink and to start the next project. 
 
From Lily: Should I bring anything tonight? For dinner or dessert or do you want me to pick up wine? 
 
From Lily: No, nevermind, you don’t drink wine. What do you want me to bring? Is there a drink that is better for dinner?
 
From Jane: No, I don’t want you to bring anything. I just want you. When can I have you? 
 
From Lily: Shane…
 
From Jane: Why aren’t you driving over yet? And if you are driving over, stop texting. It’s dangerous. 
 
From Lily: Brat.
 
From Jane: Slowpoke. 
 
The living room was easy enough to clean, partly because Shane was always tidy, partly because he never had anyone over to make any sort of mess. He had a whole window cleaning multiple squeegee–special soap–set up because he’d be god damned if he had to clean the huge panels with a roll of paper towels and a bottle of Windex every week, and the curtains were always open to the forest and view of the lake beyond. Shane hit the throw pillows with the dust buster and fabric refresher, fluffed the couch cushions and swept the floor, then stood in the middle of the living room for an embarrassing amount of time wondering if it was brave and thoughtful and proactive to tuck lube and condoms under one of the cushions, or if that was weird and horny and desperate. 
 
The lube and condoms ended up under one of the couch cushions. Shane chalked it up to being proactively horny and moved right on. 
 
The bed was remade with fresh sheets, the comforter straightened and smoothed before Shane spread the new blanket over top of it, then stacked all of the assorted pillows at the headboard and arranged the rest down the bed in an attractive design. 
 
There was no use deep cleaning the kitchen right before messing it up with the planned dinner, so Shane contented himself with cleaning the fridge and wiping the counters, then folded his arms and turned around in a satisfied circle, smiling over how good the cabin looked, over how Ilya was sure to notice and appreciate the extra effort, then smiling wider because he’d managed to productively fill the entire day without sitting and spiraling into a bout of anxiety with all the what ifs of Ilya’s very first time to the cabin, their very first sleepover ever, and what it meant for their relationship to put an end to Ilya’s frustratingly effective idea of monkhood. 
 
Except. 
 
“Motherfucker.” Shane scowled at his phone when he checked the time and it was only half past one. He’d cleaned the entire cabin top to bottom, had done a grocery run and a couple loads of laundry and stupid nitpicky shit like arranging the bookshelf by topic and by size, and it was only one-thirty. Not late afternoon like he’d hoped, not even mid afternoon. It was early afternoon and he was out of things to do except sit and overthink. 
 
Fuck. 
 
From Shane: Got some time for a phone call? 
 
From Hayden: Oh hell yeah. Jackie is out with the other WAGS for some… thing. I dunno. I’m home with the kids and it turns out I’m not cool enough for any of them to hang out with anymore. Not even Arthur. He kicked me out cos I didn’t play dinosaurs right. 
 
From Hayden: Gimme a minute to grab a beer then I’ll call. 
 
From Shane: A beer? It’s like two in the afternoon. 
 
From Hayden: Do you have four kids? No? Shut up and let me get a beer, damn. 
 
An hour and some change of bullshitting with Hayden ended up being the perfect thing to distract Shane from the endless hours until date night. They were only a few weeks from playoff season and tensions were rising, stress levels through the roof, anticipation for a fourth chance at glory for Montreal at an all time high. Shane’s mid season retirement had nixed any hope for a Cup during the 23-24 season, but the new rookies were putting on a good show, a couple strategic trades had filled in necessary spots on the bench and Hayden was hyped for their chances. 
 
Shane put the call on speaker so he could open YouTube and watch clips from the most recent games with Hayden, pausing to point out anything he noticed and arguing over Hayden’s huffy defense of some shoddy playing against Tampa. He got a notebook and pen to take notes as they watched Boston annihilate Chicago and drove Hayden crazy constantly stopping the video to offer an admittedly know it all opinion on which plays Montreal could use against the Boston machine. 
 
“You should coach, you know that?” Hayden interrupted Shane’s second by second dissection of a brilliant goal made by one of Utah’s rookies to comment, “I know you’re coaching the kids right now, but have you thought about really coaching? You were good on the ice but I think you’re maybe better off ice, you see shit no one else would. Like you get it. You see it as it’s happening and maybe before it happens. The guys never knew if they loved or hated when you talked through the game in practice cos you were always fucking right and shit, sometimes we felt stupid for not noticing stuff.” 
 
“I never meant to make anyone feel stupid.” Shane grimaced. “I just uh– yeah. You know. I see it. All of it. The patterns and probabilities and success stats, all of it.” 
 
“No, I know!" Hayden agreed enthusiastically. “And that’s why you should coach! Fuck Shane, imagine if you coached for the AHL. Or at the fancy fucking prep schools for those teams? You could raise a generation of like– like Mini-Shane Hollanders.” 
 
“Funny you should say that.” Shane chuckled , and Hayden latched onto it immediately, demanding, “What do you mean? Did you apply for a job? Nah, you wouldn’t have to apply, I bet those type of head hunters and talent recruits come looking for you. Has someone offered you a coaching job?” 
 
“Yeah.” he rubbed at his eyes. “Yeah uh, some dickhead recruiter from one of the AAA teams came to meet with me. They need a head coach and want me for the job.” 
 
“Holy shit, Shane!” Hayden shouted. “That’s amazing! Those guys pay out the ass for good coaches, you would be set for life!” 
 
“I’m already set for life, Hayden.” Shane reminded him. “I don’t need the money.” 
 
“No, you don’t. But a couple winning seasons with a team like that, and you could do whatever you wanted.” he persisted. “Travel and work with the European teams, you could get back in with the League and work your way up there– Shane, you could be right back on the ice celebrating with a Cup winning team with in ten years. You’d have three of your own and another one with a team as a coach or trainer or something like that, it’d be insane.” 
 
“That'd be insane, yeah.” It would be insane. And Shane would be lying if he said he hadn’t thought about it. But. “But I’m coaching–” 
 
“The Mighty Loons.” Hayden finished with a sigh. “Yeah. I know. It’s weird though,”
 
“Hayden.” Shane braced himself for a re-hash of the Wednesday conversation, braced himself to be pissed off at his friend because he was pretty fucking certain they’d put the topic to rest. “Don’t.” 
 
“No. Not that.” he cut in. “I was gonna say it’s weird how the whole time I’ve known you, nothing was ever enough, right? One Cup didn’t cut it, you needed another one the very next year. You broke records but that wasn’t enough, you had to set and break your records too. But you move to Montbonne, coach these kids, fall in love with Mr. Montbonne and all the sudden life is good. It sounds like life is great for you.” 
 
“...yeah?” 
 
“Yeah, man.” Hayden sounded like he was grinning. “Like all you needed your whole was a cozy cabin, some noisy ass kids and a hot guy to smooch and you’re satisfied and what, like– like content and everything? Not chasing after the next big thing or halfway to killing yourself trying to be the best in a million different ways? Who knew, huh?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane smiled too. “Who fuckin’ knew?”
 
The line beeped between them and Hayden groaned, “Ugh, the twins are calling me from upstairs. My twelve year old daughters are calling me from the second floor of my house probably to ask for a snack or stickers or money or something. How am I at the beck and call of cell phone wielding pre teen bullies?” 
 
“I mean.” Shane tsked faux sympathetically at him. “You got them phones, Hayden.” 
 
“Please don’t comment on my bad parenting choices, I’m already real aware of them.” Hayden retorted. “Okay, I gotta go. Phone call has escalated to an insane amount of texting and it’ll probably end up in a meltdown if I don’t lock in. Always good to hear from you, bud. Talk soon?” 
 
“Talk soon.” Shane laughed when he heard a chorus of girl voices on the other side demanding to know why their Dad was ignoring their phone calls and texts. “Hug the kids for me. Jackie too.” 
 
“Will do, love you bud.” 
 
“Love you too.” 
 
The call disconnected and Shane smiled for a minute over how good it felt to talk open and unafraid and honest with Hayden, then checked the time again, and groaned when he saw it was barely after three, groaned louder when he saw the waiting message from Ilya in their text chain. 
 
From Lily: Sorry sorry Shanychka, I wanted to be there at 5 but Alicia just texted, she can’t get here until close to 6 but she can stay until almost dinner tomorrow. Is that still okay? 
 
From Jane: So long as I still get you all night.
 
From Lily: You are killing me, dorogoy. 
 
From Jane: Hurry up and get here. 
 
From Jane: Please.
 
From Jane: Please please please. 
 
The chance to spend some extra time on a specifically thorough shower wasn’t actually a bad thing. Shane had done the necessary clean up prep for sex enough times that he had his preferred routine down to a science, every thing about it methodical and perfunctory and efficient. His diet helped, the necessity of planning time with Ilya days in advance made sure he was able to avoid iffy food choices that might complicate things, there was nothing interesting or fun or arousing about Shane’s long perfected pre-hook up regimen.
 
But. 
 
Tonight wasn’t a hook up, it was a date. And not a date like the disastrous first not-date or even a date like the middle of the day bakery apartment dates. It was a real date. Dinner and a sleepover. An evening and all night and most of the following day together. Ilya was going to be a whole hour later than they’d originally planned, which meant Shane had a whole hour extra to take his time getting ready so– so maybe that’s what he would do. Maybe he’d just take his time.
 
Shane moved all his supplies back to the big bathroom because it was more comfortable and he’d have extra time to wipe everything back down. He turned some music on and turned the shower up hot so it warmed the cold tiles and fogged into the air, letting the whole process felt less routine and more indulgent. 
 
Cutting his nails and tidying up body hair was a once a week necessary hygienic chore, but Shane took the time to clean under his nails and along his cuticles on his hands and feet. He pulled out all the different attachments for his electric razor and neatly trimmed the hair below his navel and at his groin, then swapped attachments and very carefully cleaned up around his balls and back a little further between his legs. Another attachment swap out and he trimmed his arm pits too, not close enough to be bare but not long enough to be distracting. 
 
Ilya had a habit– an amazing, body tingling leaving Shane feeling dizzy sort of habit of shoving his face under Shane’s arm and inhaling like he wanted to camp out and live there. He’d done it pre-Vegas, done it more on the rare occasion when they hooked up soon enough after a game for Shane to still be sweaty, he’d done it when they met in the bakery apartment. He liked Shane shirtless and liked to be up in Shane’s space, huffing and sniffing and gasping for him and Shane fucking loved it so yes, trimmed up enough to be tidy so he wouldn’t feel self conscious about anything if– when– Ilya did that growly hungry thing and breathed Shane in like he’d die without him. 
 
He took a long shower, sudsing up once, twice, then switching soaps because he liked the other scent too, and washing all over again simply because he could. Shampooing his hair didn’t have to be time consuming, but Shane let it be time consuming. Dr. Soule had told him not to shy away from indulging in the good moments and not to lock down when things got overwhelming, so Shane slowed down and breathed, lingered in the shower and breathed, took his time cleaning and primping and preening and thought about how Ilya would light up smiling when he saw him, thought about how Ilya always stared at him like he was a whole night sky full of a bright moon and a million stars whether he was sweating and scrubby after a morning skate or dressed up at the highschool dance…
 
…which of course, led Shane directly out of the shower and right into the question of what to wear. 
 
What did someone wear for a first date that more like a hundredth date, and also the third attempt at a real first date because the not-date had been a disaster and the initial breakfast at Jacob’s had been tentative and a little bit scary after everything they’d gone through and talked about, and now this was a first date that was not even close to the first time hooking up but somehow bigger than the first time hooking up, and bigger than their dates at the bakery apartment because it was Shane’s place, Shane’s cabin, the first time he’d invited Ilya into his space, and it was a sleepover which was huge, it was huge, fifteen years and they’d never so much as napped together and now it was a sleepover and it– it–
 
Breathe. Shane dropped back onto the bed with the towel wrapped around his waist and breathed. 
 
He was overthinking it. Clothes were ony clothes. Ilya liked him comfortable, Ilya liked him dressed up, Ilya really liked him naked, but Shane wasn’t going to cook dinner naked, so all he needed to do was find something he felt good in, and that would be enough. It would be fine. If Shane was comfortable in his clothes, then he wouldn’t be fussing with them all night or wondering if he should have worn something different or stressed about spiling on his nice clothes or–
 
Oh. Shane blinked at the small pile of laundry he’d pulled out of the dryer along with the clean sheets and thought oh, then laughed a little and said out loud, “Duh.” before pulling a specifically plaid printed pair of pajama bottoms and a matching long sleeve shirt from the pile. 
 
Perfect. 
 
From Lily: Alicia is here with girls. I am leaving in a few minutes. Will be at cabin and with you by six. 
 
From Shane: Can’t wait to see you. 
 
From Lily: Same.
 
From Lily: Soon. 
 
“Okay. Okay okay okay.” Shane took one last look in the bathroom, the bedroom and the pristine living room, then rolled up the sleeves of the stolen borrowed shirt and headed to the kitchen to start dinner. “Here we go.” 
 
*****
 
Ilya had never been to Shane’s place, but everyone in Montbonne knew the general where abouts of the cabin by the lake.
 
There were only two roads in and out of town after all, one leading to the highway and south towards the bigger cities, and the other leading to the forests and wilderness beyond Montbonne’s borders. The road towards the wilderness only had a handful of turn offs in the ten mile stretch before the pavement gave way into a gravel and dirt packed drive-at-your-own risk journey into the mountains-- two well marked and diligently maintained roads leading to recreational hiking trials and public camping areas, one that very quickly went steep as it twisted into the hills where abandoned mines and water logged quarries made for interesting day hikes and the perfect party spot for teenagers, and one that led to Shane’s cabin. 
 
The cabin’s previous owners had been an older couple, part time residents of Montbonne who were fully retired and firmly ensconced in the snowbird lifestyle, only visiting the area when summer was at it’s peak and the weather and water was as warm as it would get. They hadn’t bothered with much maintenance for the rustic little place, and after they’d sold the cabin to relocate somewhere southern and balmy, it had sat empty for years, a faded and weather beaten For Sale sign pounded into the ground at the turn off, and advertising flyers stuck ignored to community bulletin until they yellowed with age and finally were tossed in the trash. 
 
Ilya had never had a reason to take that particular road out of town, to follow it until the turn off and jostle his way down the narrow, rutted out lane to find the little residence tucked at the base of the towering trees and at the edge of the lake. Even after Shane had moved to Montbonne, Ilya hadn’t given in to the curiosity and the blistering need to see Shane and driven down the road to take a risk and just stop by on the off chance he’d be welcomed. He hadn’t been invited to the team-dad led cabin remodel event, Shane hadn’t invited him out to the cabin since then, and Ilya sort of wanted to ask why it had taken until right then for an invitation to the cabin to come along, but then again, he sort of didn’t. 
 
Ilya sort of didn’t want to ask, because he felt like he probably already knew. 
 
There were a hundred reasons why things between he and Shane had been exactly the way they were for so long, and any one of those reasons could be why Shane kept the cabin private, why hook ups only happened in the bakery and sometimes the office, why Shane kept Ilya out of his space despite Ilya inviting Shane in everywhere. The reticence and reluctance was about Ilya pushing when neither of them realized Shane was nowhere near ready to be pushed. It was about Shane feeling stuck in Montbonne rather than settled and comfortable and thriving. It was about Ilya charging forward trying to pick up where they’d left off in Vegas and Shane being unwilling and unable to do the same, which was fine. It was fine, because the month of break up silence and two months of moving slow had proved to Ilya that he hadn’t actually been ready to do any of that either. 
 
They’d needed the time and space and words to work through Vegas, ten years past Vegas, the whirlwind overwhelming six months of suddenly being back in one another’s orbit, and now on the other side of it all, Shane had finally invited Ilya out to the cabin, and it felt like everything. 
 
Ilya slowed down to make the turn off the main street onto the single lane, bumpy side road leading to Shane’s cabin and he had to take a deep breath, had to hold tight at the steering wheel and still the anxious bounce of his leg as his heart picked up racing racing racing for the dozenth time because a night at Shane’s cabin felt like everything. 
 
It was almost dark by the time Ilya made it down the rough road to the cabin at a few minutes before six. The car headlights were bright in the early evening shadows, and Ilya smiled when he saw the porch light already, the curtains pulled back from the big windows so the living room looked welcoming behind the glass. He turned the car off right as Shane stepped outside to wave at him, and Ilya opened the drivers side door and stood up, one hand on top of the door and the other on top of the car as he made a show of twisting around to see the whole property and whistled low under his breath. 
 
“Is so much scarier out here than I thought!” he called, and grinned when Shane’s face scrunched in confusion. “Long driveway, no streetlights, only dangerous pot holes and spooky trees and is getting dark out now? Are you sure there are no serial killers down this very creepy road?” 
 
“No serial killers.” Shane’s answering grin was damn near vicious. “Just little ol’ me.” 
 
“Ah, so you are serial killer.” Ilya tilted his head and hummed as if he were weighing his options, “You will murder me, Coach Hollander?” 
 
“If you don’t hurry up and get in here?” Shane folded his arms and leaned against the doorway. “I just might, Mr. Rozanov.” 
 
“I will have to take my chances then.” Ilya reached back in to the car for his overnight bag and a bouquet of flowers, then made his way up the stairs, his eyes locked on Shane as Shane’s grin gave way to a soft smile, then the smile faded away to parted lips and dark eyes and a sharp little inhale when Ilya finally made it to standing right in front of him. 
 
“Hi.” Ilya murmured, and Shane swallowed hard, “Hi.” 
 
“These are for you.” The oversized bouquet was two dozen of the reddest roses the Montbonne florist shop had to offer, a full dozen of the blushiest pink lilies Ilya had individually selected from the rows and shelves of available blooms, and six large peonies that had been a last minute addition, something Ilya had spied and added to the bouquet right as the shop clerk was wrapping it all into gold paper. They were pink too, but not blushy pink like the lilies or dark pink bordering scarlet like the very edges on a few of the smaller roses. No, the peonies were very specifically different pink, tinged almost coral, the petals delicately curved and silky soft and they reminded Ilya of Shane’s lips. 
 
He wouldn’t ever admit it, of course. The rose and lily bouquet was probably already cliche and cheesy enough to make Shane roll his eyes, Ilya certainly wasn’t going to announce how the peonies had made him stop and stare and lick his own lips because he was suddenly thinking about Shane’s mouth. 
 
“Wow.” Shane took the bouquet carefully, eyes widening when he saw the sheer number of blooms wrapped in the glossy golden paper. “No one’s ever brought me flowers for a date before.”
 
“Good.” Ilya meant to sound casual, had every intention of sounding utterly normal about how much time he’d spend hand selecting each flower thinking ahead to exactly this moment when Shane smiled in surprised delight about it. But Shane pushed his face into the flowers and took a deep breath inhaling the fragrantly sweet scent, then peeked up at Ilya from beneath his dark lashes with the petals laying soft on his face and a dusting of lily pollen at his cheek and Ilya, “Fuck.” could barely keep his voice from shaking, “Good. No one else knows how pretty you are with rose petals on your freckles then. Only me.”
 
Well. So much for casual and normal and downplaying how intensely involved the process of picking flowers had been. 
 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane’s eyes sparked hotly interested, then shuttered bashful. “Fuck off being that romantic. What the hell am I supposed to say to that?”
 
“You don’t have to say anything.” Ilya reached to clasp his hand at the back of Shane’s neck. “Can I kiss you?”
 
“Fuck yes.” Shane tried to move the huge bouquet out of the way, but Ilya shook his head and caught it with his other hand, holding the flowers right between them so the sweet scent stayed in their noses and the soft petals brushed their chins as he leaned in to lay a short kiss on Shane’s lips.
 
“Ilya.” One kiss wasn’t enough. Ilya kissed him slow and solid across the beautiful roses, gentle and warm and more romantic than a single kiss it had any right to be. Shane thought it was probably the sort of kiss they wrote about in his mom’s smutty novellas or the Hallmark movies Hayden pretended not to like. It was a nice kiss, a good kiss, Ilya smelled like the same expense cologne he’d always worn and he’d shaved, his face smooth and lips soft and calloused hand gentle at Shane’s neck, his fingers light sweeping into the fringe of his hair, Jesus Christ it was a fan-fucking-tastic kiss.
 
But it wasn’t enough. 
 
And after months of waiting, after the crash and burn of their chaotic pre-holiday dynamic, after ten years apart and Vegas and a thousand memories that all dialed down to Shane never managing to get over the way a beautiful boy with blue eyes and wicked smile loved him, a single short kiss was nowhere near enough. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane set the bouquet on the entry way table and pulled Ilya inside the cabin, holding at his coat with both hands, “I need–” his fingers clenched reflexively tighter at Ilya’s coat, he couldn’t help. “Fuck. We should–” 
 
“Hey.” Ilya dug deep for his self control, bringing his other hand up to frame Shane’s face and push their foreheads together. A thrum of tension wavering into his voice as he worked to stay calm, all his best intentions for an easy first kiss and unhurried first few minutes together disappearing somewhere into the wild woods the very second Shane whispered his name strained and broken and needy. 
 
“Listen.” he tried again, whole body shuddering when Shane gripped tighter at his jacket and pulled him in another inch closer. Christ, he wanted to push Shane to the couch, strip him down and have him right there, wanted to forget dinner and the dessert he’d made and the plan to sit and chat and catch up after a week apart, and take Shane to the bedroom to fuck him senseless, then a few steps past senseless into that drifty hazy spacey place where all Shane wanted was to be full and all Ilya could do offer himself. 
 
“Moy milyy.” Ilya had waited so long, they had waited so long, and he wanted the night to be perfect. Third time was the charm, right? Ilya had messed up Vegas, he’d messed up Christmas, he wasn’t going to mess up this time by rushing and pushing and forgetting to use his fucking words, so he swept his thumbs at Shane’s cheekbones and managed, “I am glad we have time tonight. We don’t have to rush or hurry, is okay, we have all night and I want to spend all night with you. A different way to take it slow, yes?” 
 
“Take it slow?” Shane repeated. “No, I don’t– I don’t um–” 
 
Ilya waited. Shane screwed his eyes shut and forced out a harsh breath. “Okay.” 
 
Okay okay okay. They had time. Real time. Plenty of time together for maybe the first time ever. There wasn’t a couple hour deadline counting down via alarms set on their phone, there was nothing looming on the schedule that meant they’d have to be quick and then wash up and pack up and go. There was no time limit on the babysitter before dinner time on Saturday, Shane didn’t have a mental list of self imposed boundaries and parameters to follow as he tried to reconcile his wants and needs with the well meaning but ultimately awful advice Dr. Soule had given when he hadn’t been entirely honest with her. 
 
Ilya was asking to slow down and enjoy the evening, he wanted to take their time and enjoy one another and he was right, Shane wanted that too, so he swallowed an impatient noise, pursed his lips for another borderline chaste brush of Ilya’s mouth against his own, and nodded. 
 
“Okay.” He decided, and “Thank you for the flowers.” 
 
“Flowers for a first date are cliche, I know.” Ilya stayed hovering close enough for Shane to feel his mouth lift as he smiled. “But I think after fifteen years, maybe we can have some cliche things?” 
 
“Fifteen years.” Shane let go of Ilya’s coat so he could slip his hand under the lapel and set his palm over Ilya’s heart. “Holy shit. Yeah, I think after fifteen years we deserve some cliche stuff.” 
 
“And time.” Ilya nudged his chin up and kissed him again, lingering over the shape of Shane’s lips and lapping his tongue out to taste him a little bit. “We deserve time?” 
 
“We definitely deserve time.” Shane relaxed again, his shoulders dropping and pressure of his hand at Ilya’s chest easing. “Okay. Come on. I’ll take care of the flowers and check on dinner. You can put your bag in the bedroom?” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya couldn’t resist one more kiss, dotting one to Shane’s forehead before briefly covering Shane’s hand and squeezing lightly. “Be right back.” 
 
Ilya carried his overnight bag down the short hall to the bedrooms, pushing the door open to peek in on the smaller bedroom curiously before stepping into the master bedroom to unpack his things. 
 
The bedroom was exactly as neat as Ilya assumed it would be, the furniture modest, lighting cozy and the curtains open to let the last of the sunset through. Ilya ran his hand admiringly over the beautifully blue blanket spread across the bed, then huffed at the abundance of pillows stacked on the bed, a rush of nostalgia and the memory of a different first time long ago in a Montreal condo making him ache as he put an extra change of clothes in an empty dresser drawer, then opened the bedside table to put condoms and lube and–
 
Oh. The side table was already stocked, condoms and lube and a washcloth. Ilya went to the other side of the bed and put the supplies he’d brought in that drawer, inspected the obviously brand new charger plugged into the wall to make sure it would fit his phone– of course it would, Shane had thought of that and everything else too– then went to the bathroom to set up his toiletries. 
 
Ilya smiled over the blue blanket one more time before he shed his jacket and checked his reflection in the full length mirror on the closet door, adjusting the collar of his shirt and fiddling with his belt a minute before taking it off and stashing it with his extra clothes. Then he carefully pulled a small bakery box from his overnight bag, set the bag out of the way on the floor by the dresser, and left the bedroom to find Shane. 
 
“Is very pretty here.” Ilya hung his coat on a hook by the door and moved into the living room, eyes widening appreciatively as he took in the over sized windows, the view of the woods just beyond the back deck, the shadowy ripple of the lake a little further out and the darkening sky stretching out endless in the distance, dotted with the first of a million stars. “Creepy road, but,” he sent Shane a smile over his shoulder. “Pretty property. A nice view, especially in the daytime, yes?” 
 
“It’s a really nice property, yeah.” Shane glanced up from snipping the stems of the flowers, then glanced up again and stared, because Ilya was admiring the view out the windows but all Shane cared about was the view Ilya presented in comfortable jeans and a light blue shirt, the long sleeves pushed up his thick forearms and worn denim hugging at his thighs and butt as he wandered through the living room. The outfit wasn’t anything special, nothing over the top or too particularly noticeable, but it looked great on Ilya, fit his broad shoulders and hung easy on his waist and he looked confident. Comfortable. Ilya fit into the rustic wooden cabin and matched the muted colored decor, he took up space in the room like it wasn’t only Shane’s space but now it was their space and he belonged simply by virtue of showing up for dinner and Shane—
 
–fuck, Shane loved it so much. 
 
“The uh– the actual cabin was pretty trashed when I bought it.” Shane rummaged through the cupboards for something to put the bouquet in. “But the property was always pretty. Sort of neat how private it is out here. Montbonne’s rural, but this is like–” 
 
“Wilderness.” Ilya finished, and Shane nodded, “Exactly. Right at the edge of the wilderness.” 
 
“A good place to get lost.” Ilya tapped his fingers along the bookshelf, scanning the titles of a dozen different self-help books grouped by topic, others grouped by size, others by alphabetical order. He wondered if the books helped Shane at all, or if Shane had done what Ilya had done and panic bought every sort of self help material he could find, then cursed furious and frustrated at himself when reading didn’t do fuck all until after a long while in therapy and the hard learned self awareness to actually absorb and apply everything the books taught. “But not anymore, right? You are not trying to get lost and hide out here anymore?” 
 
“I am not trying to get lost and hide out here anymore.” They’d already had this conversation. Ilya had already asked stressed and Shane had already reassured him promising that he wasn’t trying to disappear, he didn’t see Montbonne and the cabin as a place to hunker down and hide, but he didn’t mind saying it again, especially when Ilya’s smile was so warmly relieved it almost took Shane’s breath away. “I’ve done a bunch of work on the place. It’s a lot nicer than it was.”
 
“This is all new?” Ilya wasn’t at the level of Mr. Real Estate Shane Hollander with his attention to detail and ability to visualize the prospective potential of any given space, but he rapped his knuckles at the beautifully stained, newly installed window casings, caught a tiny missed spot of mismatched paint and used it as proof to comment on the new paint instead. The floorboards didn’t squeak when he walked, here and there the texture on the drywall was a little different as if it had been patched, and the hardware on the kitchen cupboards and cabinets all looked new. Ilya made sure to verbally notice all of it so Shane’s proud smile grew and grew, and then Ilya arranged his features into a petulant jealous little pout and needled, “So what did Louis do in here?”
 
“Who?” Apparently a flower vase hadn’t made it onto Shane’s extensive list of necessary dishes when he restocked the kitchen, so he stopped searching cupboards and settled for putting the flowers in a glass pitcher than had come along with a serving bowl set. “Oh, Bailey’s Uncle?”
 
He slanted Ilya a look, “Seriously with that?”
 
“I am only asking.” Ilya replied playfully snootily. “Since he was here and so interested in helping.”
 
“I dunno what Louis did.” Shane rolled his eyes at Ilya’s over the top acting. “It was a crazy day, I was stressed out the whole time with so many people in the cabin and shit was really weird with you and me at that point so—“
 
He stopped. Narrowed his eyes. “Wait. Why? Why do you want to know what the only other guy to ever ask me out did in the cabin?” 
 
“No reason.” Ilya assured him. “I only want to vandalize it.” 
 
“No, Ilya.” Shane flicked a leaf at him, “Fuck off, you’re not vandalizing anything.”
 
“Fine.” Ilya let it go with a grin. He wasn’t really going to vandalize anything and he didn’t give a shit if Bailey’s stupid fancy Uncle had been hanging around and trying to flirt with Shane. Not anymore. That sort of petty jealous insecure thing didn’t matter for them anymore. “You said your Dad helped with the fire pit and back porch. Maybe we could sit there tonight for a while?”
 
“Yeah if you— ow!” Shane yelped when his careful handling of the roses wasn’t enough to avoid a wickedly sharp thorn tearing into his finger. “Ow, shit.”
 
“You are okay?” Ilya turned from the windows and frowned when he caught Shane’s wince. “I looked for thornless roses but the florist said…”
 
His voice trailed off as Ilya stopped mid sentence, mid word, mid step to take a good look at Shane in the bright kitchen lights. He’d been so busy fighting for his life on the front porch and in the entryway, pleading with Shane and himself for a slow kiss and leisurely night that Ilya hadn’t noticed what was Shane was wearing until exactly that moment. 
 
“What?” The corner of Shane’s mouth tilted in a knowing little smile when Ilya locked in staring at him. “What’s wrong?” 
 
“...You are wearing my jammies?” 
 
“I think you mean I'm wearing my jammies.” Shane ducked his head and kept fussing with the flowers, arranging each individual stem with single minded care as if he didn’t notice Ilya’s wide eyed focus and steady, stalking footsteps coming his way from the living room. “And yeah. I figured, this is a sleepover, so wearing pajamas made sense.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya came up behind him in the kitchen and put the bakery box down on the counter, then stepped in to fit his chest right to Shane’s back, pressing against him from toes to shoulder and hooking his chin at Shane’s shoulder to suggest, “Maybe I should change into jammies too? So I am not overdressed for the sleepover.” 
 
“You um,” Shane had to pause messing with the flowers so he could swallow through the heat and hard line of Ilya’s body at his back. “No, you look–” pause. swallow. “You look great. Besides, did you even bring pajamas?” 
 
“Mmm no.” Ilya slipped his hand right under his Shane’s shirt to find skin, caressing his fingers in slow circles at Shane’s waist. “But I could change into my birthday suit. Then you could change into your birthday suit, and we would match.”
 
“B-Birthday suit.” Shane’s breath hitched, the words stuttering when Ilya’s blunt fingernails scraped along his stomach. “Wow. I can’t uh– can’t believe you said that with a straight face.” 
 
“Mmm…” Ilya nuzzled into the back of Shane’s neck, lips finding the soft spot behind Shane’s ear to leave a kiss. “I can’t believe you wore my jammies. Maybe you forgot what I said I would do next time you wore them?” 
 
“I didn’t forget.” Shane rocked back on his heels for a split second, just long enough to push his hips and butt against Ilya and inform him, “Why do you think I’m wearing them?” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya’s fingers spasmed at Shane’s side, digging in bruising before he exhaled noisily and let go, putting a few steps worth of space between them and audibly gulping. “Fuck.” 
 
“Are you hungry yet?” The little crack in Ilya’s self control was validating. Encouraging. It was downright delightful, actually. Shane had been so keyed up all day, all week, that being faced with Ilya’s reassuringly calm and wholly romantic insistence that they take things slow all night had left him feeling self conscious about being so goddamn needy. 
 
But apparently jammies was all it took to put a crack Ilya’s controlled facade and the resulting flare in his blue eyes, the quick drop to his jaw and desperate grab at Shane’s waist was so downright fucking delightful that Shane was all at once a little bit smug about it. 
 
Or maybe he was more than a little bit smug about it, because when he asked, “Are you hungry yet?” and Ilya had to blink blink blink back into focusing, Shane could hear the self satisfaction in his voice as he finished, “I made dinner for us. I think you’ll like it.” 
 
“Yes. Dinner.” Ilya scrubbed a hand over his mouth and nodded. “Okay. I ah–” he willed his body calm and tried for a normal, definitely not teetering on the precipice sort of smile, “I brought dessert.” 
 
“From the bakery?” Shane wanted to know, and the balance of the evening was quickly restored when Ilya snorted, “No, Shane. I went to a different bakery and paid someone else to make us sleepover dessert.” 
 
“Asshole.” Shane motioned for the bakery box. “Lemme see.” 
 
“Let me see dinner first.” Ilya countered. “Make sure it is an even trade.” 
 
“Even trade. Jesus Christ. Fine.” Shane pulled Ilya over to the stove to show him the teppan griddle he’d bought specifically for the night, all the prepped ingredients portioned into little bowls.
 
“This is Okonomiyaki. Its Japanese. We’ll make the base like this,” he pointed to the batter and heaps of shredded cabbage, “then you can add all these toppings in, meat and vegetables, however you want it. I have noodles too, if you want it on noodles? That’s uh– that’s a thing.” 
 
Shane hesitated when Ilya’s face creased in mild confusion looking over the spread of toppings and options. “What do you think?” 
 
“Is…pancakes?” Ilya ventured after a moment. “We are having pancakes. But. Japanese.” 
 
“You made me blini.” It sounded defensive. Shane was flustered about fumbling the dinner presentation and he stuttered through clarifying, “You made me blini so this– yeah. It’s like that except it’s Japanese. So it’s Okonomiyaki. It’s not special like Maslenitsa or whatever, but my obachaan used to make them, so I thought–” 
 
He cleared his throat. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s too simple for date night dinner. But most of the other recipes from obachaan are complicated and I can’t uh,” he scratched at his cheek, down his neck to signify the texture thing, the complicated food thing that Ilya was always so understanding about. “Pancakes and family recipes is kind of a thing for us, right? So I thought–” 
 
Damn it. He was screwing it up. Ilya had invited him to Maslenitsa and had a whole story about his Mama, had amazing reasons why the blini was special and had made Shane feel brought in, hugged in, accepted in to it all so easily and Shane was screwing it all up. 
 
“I probably should have just made burgers.” he finished lamely. “I still can. If you’d rather have burgers, then we can–” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya interrupted him with a kiss, cupped Shane’s chin and shut him right up with a firm, “I love it.” murmured right against his mouth. “This is perfect.” 
 
“Really?” Shane double checked uncertainly, and Ilya kissed him again, his thumb tracing at Shane’s jaw as he promised, “Yes. Is perfect for tonight and perfect for another time with the girls? Mariya will be able to make it how she wants and Nadya can pile everything on and eat it like a mess the way she likes too.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane nodded hopefully. “Yeah, I can give you the recipe to–” 
 
“No.” Another kiss, Ilya bumped their noses together lightly as he pulled back. “You will make it for us some time. When you come to the house for family dinner.”  
 
“Family dinner.” They were standing so close, too close, and Shane couldn’t look away, his eyes darting all over Ilya’s face almost frantically until he landed and lingered at Ilya’s mouth. “Yeah. I can do that.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya’s hand brushed Shane’s waist as he leaned forward and leaned around Shane to reach the bakery box on the counter behind them, and Shane shivered from the barely there touch, his eyes slamming shut and lips instinctively parting waiting for another kiss. He was so amped up he was vibrating with it, skin prickly and breath coming fast, hands flexing at his side as he tried to remember they were taking their time, tried to remember they had all night and didn’t have to rush, didn’t have to– to–
 
Fuck. How long had he been standing there freaking out? Shane pried his eyes back open and Ilya was still right there, close enough to kiss, close enough to be compromising, and he was staring at Shane, blue eyes lit hot and a smile hovering at his mouth as he watched Shane try and try and try to control himself. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane whispered. “Hi.” 
 
“Hi.” Sometimes Ilya wondered how anyone had ever thought Shane Hollander was boring– actually boring, not boring beautiful incredible addictive amazing like Ilya meant when he called him boring. Sometimes Ilya wondered how anyone looked at Shane and all the emotions shifting visible on his gorgeous features, all the ways he was stunningly honest with a look or glance or curl of his lip, Shane was loud all the damn time, shouting from his heart and almost bruising in his intensity and Ilya wondered why no one else ever seemed to see and hear it. 
 
Right then with Shane’s dark eyes locked on Ilya’s mouth, his broad shoulders curved in like he wanted to be tucked in tight and held, his lips open inviting and a flush filling in pink behind his freckles, Ilya was really fucking glad no one else was there to watch him go tongue tied and dazed having all that beautifully loud need directed his way. 
 
“Ty prekrasen.” he murmured hoarsely. “You are gorgeous.”  The flush darkened on Shane’s cheeks and Ilya should have let it go, should have backed up and got their evening back on track balanced with conversation and the simmering, sparking tension of the coming night together, but alas and oh no and fuck Ilya was only a man, only human and he had to give in, he had to. 
 
“Here.” Ilya popped the bakery box open, hooked his finger through the whipped topping and raspberry-blackberry fruit compote on top of the cake and held it up. “Taste. It’s good.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane dragged his eyes up from Ilya’s mouth, but didn’t look down at the cake. He met Ilya’s gaze and held it, nodding slowly and agreeing, “I bet it’s fucking delicious.”  
 
“Taste.” It was an offer. It was a challenge. The whipped cream slid down the side of Ilya’s finger, weighted by the fruit and speckled with a dusting of chocolate and Shane opened his mouth before he thought about it, leaned forward listening before the intent to obey landed in his consciousness. He didn’t look away from Ilya as he flicked his tongue out lapping at the sweet topping, then fluttered his eyes shut moaning low in his throat as he sealed his lips around Ilya’s finger and sucked it further into his mouth.
 
“Fuck.” Ilya surged forward to kiss him, grabbing at Shane’s chin with his hand as best he could without dislodging his finger from the slick heat of Shane’s mouth and crushing their mouths together. It was awkward over the bump of his finger, messy when he shoved his tongue past Shane’s lips to taste the mixture of fruit, chocolate, sweet cream and Shane. It was rough when Shane set his teeth to the pad of Ilya’s finger and bit, rougher when Ilya cursed and bit him back, digging his teeth into Shane’s bottom lip and shoving him backwards bumping into the kitchen counter and cupboards so he could rut against the swell of Shane’s cock in the thin pajama pants. “Fuck, Shane–!” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane pulled off Ilya’s finger with a pop, his head falling back and mouth open panting, holding at Ilya’s hips and dragging him in closer. “Holy shit. That’s– you are–” 
 
“Fuck, I missed you.” Ilya spanned his hands at Shane’s hips and held him against the cupboards, peeling himself away to put a solid foot of distance between them and hanging his head, groaning out loud when Shane’s hips jerked up desperate in his hold. “Missed this. How you look at me like you are starving for me.” 
 
Ilya risked another kiss, his hands clasped unyielding at Shane’s hips so they didn’t get carried away again. The kiss was slow and purposeful and searching, Ilya licked through Shane’s mouth and sucked at his tongue, at his bottom lip, rubbed their foreheads together and angled in to whisper a flurry of quiet Russian onto Shane’s lips, punctuating every few words with a tiny kiss or bump of their noses. 
 
“Hey. No, no you can’t just–” Shane chased a there and gone kiss, jolting forward to try and take a real one. “Ilya. Please.” 
 
“Shhh sweetheart,” Ilya slid back into Russian, dotting a kiss at the corner of Shane’s mouth, at his chin, trailing up the line of his jaw and crooning sweet and soft the entire time, the words and phrases tumbling out without any attempt to stop and translate because Ilya needed to say it and he needed Shane to hear it, but he couldn’t do English right then, and sometimes what he needed to say didn’t convey over into English the way he wanted. 
 
But Shane, “Ilya.” shut him up with a hard kiss, then twisted right out of llya’s hands and grabbed at his shoulders, spinning them both around with a quick yank so Ilya was pinned to the cupboards instead. Ilya’s jaw dropped, then his eyes lit and nostrils flared over a harsh breath and Shane nodded jerkily before crashing back into him desperate, his hands groping at Ilya’s ass, around to his stomach and up to his chest, then up into his hair to knot into the styled curls and tug pulling until Ilya broke moaning and slouched against the counter, legs spread so Shane could slot in rubbing against him for a dizzy several seconds. 
 
“You can’t do this.” Shane scolded him between breathless kisses. “You can’t just show up and look like this and look at me like that and talk dirty to me in Russian and expect me to go slow with it, fuck, you can’t– I c-can’t–!” 
 
“I promise.” Ilya’s eyes rolled back when Shane’s latched onto his neck, teeth and tongue and sucking pressure up and down the length of his throat. “I was not talking dirty to you, it was only–” 
 
Everything Ilya had said was only sweet. Was only longing. He wanted to slow down and enjoy every millisecond of the night, but Shane was so vibrantly intense that Ilya could feel the heat of Shane’s attention and need crackling at his skin and skittering crawling through his veins. He felt it like magnets in his core drawing them together, like hooks in his soul dragging him forward and it had all come out in Russian– how much he’d missed Shane not only that week but every day since they got back together in February, every minute they were broken up in January, every fucking second of the past ten years when he’d tried and failed to make peace with his stupid, reckless decision to go. 
 
Ilya hadn’t been talking dirty to Shane, he’d been agonizing over needing him, over inhaling him, promising he’d be so happy to sit and count the freckles on Shane’s cheek and down his throat and across his body the same way he’d be happy to sit and count the stars in the night sky and yes it was fine if it took forever, Ilya would be fine if it took forever to find and count and set his lips to each and every one. 
 
It hadn’t been dirty or sexy or even overly suggestive, it was only overwhelmed. Only needy. Only Ilya’s heart spilling over in rough words and half stammered syllables. 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya clutched at Shane’s shirt, his shirt, his clothes on Shane’s body and closed his eyes, craning into a bite at the corded muscle of his neck. “I ah– I– was trying to tell you–” 
 
“I don’t care.” Shane’s laugh was a little bit awestruck, a little bit delirious. “Ilya, I don’t care. You could read me a fucking grocery list in Russian and it wouldn’t matter so long as it sounded like that.” 
 
And, “Fuck,” his voice cracked, breath caught choking as he dragged his hands out of Ilya’s curls and around to frame his face, over Ilya’s wide shoulders and down to grope and knead at his chest, to his stomach and around to his waist, his hips, his butt, Shane couldn’t stop touching him. “Okay. No rush. I know. I know we have all night and you don’t want to rush, I know. But–” 
 
“Is worth waiting for.” Ilya slid his fingers into Shane’s hair when Shane pushed his face into his shoulder and whined out high pitched and trembling. “Shane.” he tried to sound encouraging, tried to smile like he wasn’t crawling out of his skin with need. “I cannot wait to spend a whole night with you. You are making a special dinner for us, a family dinner from your ah– obachaan, yes? It will be so good and we will savor it and appreciate it. We can talk and catch up because a week apart seemed very long. We have time for–” 
 
“Okay, but hear me out.” Shane’s hands found purchase at Ilya’s jeans and he curled his fingers into the empty belt loops, tugging in a coaxing here here here rhythm. “What if you tell me to get on my knees instead?” 
 
…what? 
 
“What?” All the air whooshed right out of Ilya’s lungs. “What did you say?” 
 
“What if you tell me,” Shane came back to kiss him again, slick and wet and sucking at Ilya’s tongue, yanking away to raises bruises at Ilya’s neck with his teeth as he worked his way down, nuzzling into the hollow of Ilya’s throat and mouthing sloppy kisses at his sternum and over his heart, fumbling at the button and zipper of Ilya’s pants. “To get on my knees. Right now.” 
 
The request, the demand, came from somewhere deep deep in Shane’s chest, and the freedom to say it out loud, to beg it out loud made him giddy. He didn’t have to set time limits or force himself grounded like he’d tried to do before Christmas, he was allowed to want to be overwhelmed and the question– the insistence– tumbled out greedy, “Please. Please tell me to get on my knees. I don’t want to wait, Ilya. Tell me it’s okay to rush, tell me it’s okay to– to fucking need you like this, tell me to–” 
 
“Get on your knees.” Ilya’s voice bottomed out gravely, almost growling and Shane pulled away with his dark eyes blown wide to check in, “Yes? Please, I want to–” 
 
“Shane.” Shane was begging for permission to listen, and the freely offered desire almost took Ilya out, but he fisted his hand in Shane’s hair to drag him in for one last brutal kiss and nodded, “Na koleni, dorogoy. Get on your knees. Down on your knees, down down down— fuck–!” 
 
Ilya’s head rocked back and his hands clamped down on the counter for balance when Shane went right to his knees and ripped his pants open, shoving underwear out of the way to lift Ilya’s cock out and get it in his mouth. Ilya grunted, hips jerking helplessly when Shane sucked him in too fast, rushing to get as much of Ilya across his tongue and pushing at the back of his throat as soon as he could.  
 
“Fuck. Sh-Shane,.” Ilya locked his knees so he wouldn’t collapse when Shane eased back a little, inch by inch working his tongue at Ilya’s cock and drooling along his shaft, a pool of saliva trickling from his lips and coating Ilya’s shaft as he pulled off slow and slow and slow until only the blunt head rested at his pursed lips. “Fuck, Hollander.” 
 
“Mmmm…” Shane hummed vibrating against the tip of Ilya’s cock, but the hum deepened to a guttural groan as he took Ilya back in again, his big hands gripping the back of Ilya’s thighs as he pressed closer and softened his mouth, dropping his jaw wider until the thick cock bumped the back of his throat and he coughed, coughed, then swallowed and sank in another little bit so his nose met the coarse curls at Ilya’s crotch and his eyes fell shut, lashes damp against his cheek and the lines in his brow smoothed out content. 
 
“Bozhe, ty neveroyatnyy, you are incredible.” Ilya groaned in ragged disbelief when Shane stayed there resting, mouth full and throat straining fluttering around the width of Ilya pushed too far across his tongue, eyes closed and entirely settled. “Is okay? You are— fuck.” 
 
Shane pulled back again, only an inch or so before sinking back down and Ilya cursed and gasped and cursed all over again, mixing Russian and English as he reached to stroke at Shane’s face and at the hinge of his jaw, careful pressing into the delicate skin but almost obsessed trying to feel himself bulging at Shane’s cheek, to try and find himself stretching into Shane’s throat. 
 
“Is too much too good, sweetheart, you are okay?” Ilya scrambled to check in with him, fighting the heavy, dizzy urge to close his eyes and fall into it, trying not to get too lost in the suction of Shane’s lips and flex of his tongue curling as far as he could reach around Ilya’s cock. “Shane?” 
 
Shane wasn’t listening. Well no, he was listening, he was dialed in to the sound of Ilya’s deep voice above him, eyes closed focused on the rise and fall and pitch of whatever Ilya was saying, in tune obsessing over every hitch in Ilya’s breath whenever Shane swallowed around him, and the catch in the rumbled words when he slid away and then sucked tighter to take Ilya back in again, first slow and then eventually faster because the stretch and push of Ilya’s cock across his tongue was so good it was worth the feeling of empty every time he pulled off. 
 
Shane was listening with his hands braced at Ilya’s thighs feeling every twitch and flex of the thick muscle when he tightened his lips at the leaking slit and sucked until Ilya hissed and bucked up against him and Shane was drooling, his mouth sopping wet and sloppy because every drop of precome landing at his tongue hit his system like a drug. 
 
He was listening, he was, even with his nose pushed to the wide base of Ilya’s cock when all he could smell was Ilya, musk and sweat and the lingering wisp of body wash, precome and tang and Ilya and Shane listened, fuck he listened so so well when Ilya bent down enough to span his hand at Shane’s throat and warned as if it were a bad thing, “I am already close, Shane, missed you too much, this is too much, I will not last…” 
 
Shane wasn’t listening to Ilya begging him to pull off and sit back and stand up for a kiss, and he wasn’t listening to Ilya babbling half formed apologies because it would be a lot and be messy and he didn’t want to thrust too hard and hurt him.
 
But Shane was listening, was cutting his nails into Ilya’s ass and pressing forward gagging to get as much of Ilya’s cock as he could when Ilya bent double with a desperate, punched out noise and held Shane down with both hands to spill into his throat. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya was still dizzy, still seeing spots and flashes of light and– and maybe heaven in front of his eyes when he tried to steady himself enough to pry his hands from Shane’s hair and soothe the sting of him pulling the dark strands so hard when he came. 
 
“Sh-Shane.” He cradled Shane’s chin in his palm, massaging lightly at Shane’s cheek and firmer under his jaw as Shane suckled lighter at Ilya’s slowly softening cock. He flinched from a sting of overstimulation but didn’t let up, didn’t pull back, kept rubbing at Shane’s jawline and gently at his throat until as Shane eased away bit by bit reluctant to let him go too fast. 
 
“Fuck, you are incredible.” Ilya caught Shane’s head when it lolled back alarmingly limp, spreading his hand wide at the back of Shane’s skull and urging, “Is okay, here, come here, I’ve got you–” 
 
“MmmmIlya…” Shane ignored or maybe was too far gone to notice Ilya’s attempt at helping him stand. He nuzzled into the crease of Ilya’s thigh instead, rubbing his forehead at the jut of Ilya’s hipbone and brushing his nose through the sweat matted curls, held on tight to Ilya’s legs and closed his eyes humming, sighing, settling in quietly content to stay there on his knees and feel the ache in his throat, the soreness in his jaw, the nearly numb buzz at his lips from being stretched so far. 
 
“You did so good for me. Come here.” Ilya tried to get Shane up to standing, fully ready and willing to support all of Shane’s weight so he could wrap him into a whole body hug and hold him properly. “Come here, lyubimyy, here and let me–” 
 
“No.” Shane ran his tongue along the inside of his mouth and breathed out slow. “N-no, I’m good here.” he left an open mouthed kiss at Ilya’s hip, at the base of his cock. “We have time to um– later we can–” 
 
Ilya’s cock twitched against his lips and Shane made another little contented humming noise as he teetered on the edge of drifting. “Um. I just– just couldn’t wait for that. Fuck. I c-couldn’t wait for you, I couldn’t–” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya gave up trying to get Shane to stand, and slid down to the kitchen floor to join him instead. “Okay, here with me then. Right here.” he left his pants unbuttoned but pulled them back to his waist as he sat, and as soon as he was settled he reached for Shane and pulled him up and onto his lap. Shane was sluggish, almost limp and Ilya murmured quiet reassurance as he arranged Shane’s legs on either side of him, reaching high and fumbling for a kitchen towel at the edge of the counter so he could fold it up and slide it under Shane’s left knee. He nudged Shane’s chin up and dotted a kiss to his lips, once, twice, then squeezed at Shane’s jaw purposefully harder until the dazed brown eyes focused enough to meet him. 
 
“Hi.” Ilya was floaty and dizzy and drifty himself, but he stayed present enough to check in, “Is okay? You are okay?” 
 
“M’so good, yeah.” Shane licked his lips like he was chasing the taste of him, and Ilya curled in to kiss him, lapping his tongue along the seam of Shane’s mouth and slipping it past his lips to kiss him wet and drawn out and hungry. Shane shuddered and rocked forward in Ilya’s lap, rutting the hard jut of his cock almost dazedly into Ilya’s abdomen, and Ilya pulled him closer, wrapped an arm around Shane’s waist to hold him steady and asked, “Here, dorogoy. Do you want me to…?” 
 
He set the heel of his hand just lightly on Shane’s lap and Shane bucked up against him gasping, but before Ilya could move again, Shane almost whined, “No. No, I wanna wait till you’re in me.” 
 
“Ah, so you really do want to kill me tonight.” Ilya managed a strained laugh and leaned in for another kiss, holding Shane’s face with both hands and holding his breath shivering as Shane’s fingers crept up the back of his neck to settle into his hair again. 
 
“Okay okay.” Ilya kissed the tip of his nose, and then his forehead. Shane was vulnerable, fucked out despite not being the one who’d cum, a tremor moving through his body as he clung cuddling into Ilya’s arms, boldly brave asking for what he wanted and unabashedly needy once he got it, and Ilya was humbled by it, stunned by it, fucking floored by Shane begging to listen, which meant Ilya needed to make sure he kept it quiet in return. 
 
“Dinner will be okay for a minute?” Ilya scooted a little on the kitchen floor so he could slouch more against the cupboards, smoothing his hands down Shane’s back and cuddling him in closer to his chest. “It will keep, yes?” 
 
“Dinner will keep, yeah.” Shane tucked his face into the curve where Ilya’s shoulder met his neck and sighed in relief when Ilya shifted adjusting again to keep him comfortable. He plucked at Ilya’s shirt and dotted a kiss to Ilya’s throat when Ilya promptly pulled his shirt up and out of the way so Shane could get to skin. “It’s just ingredients right now, won’t um– won’t take long to–” 
 
Words were hard. Shane breathed in, breathed out and tried again, “Just gotta heat the pan and mix it all.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya kissed Shane’s cheek and then his temple, relieved he’d made the right call suggesting the meal Shane had worked so hard on could wait. “So you will stay here, then.” 
 
“Yeah, I’ll just–” Shane let himself go pliant against Ilya’s frame, trusting him to hold him steady. “I’ll just stay here then.” 
 
“Good job.” Ilya rubbed his cheek into Shane’s hair and closed his eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
*****
 
(this is a good place to pause and breathe)
 
*****
 
Dinner kept for a minute, for several minutes, for a long while as they sat together on the floor, Shane’s head tucked into Ilya’s shoulder and Ilya rubbing at Shane’s back, down to his butt and along his legs, over his hips and soothing along his waist and all the way back up again. Shane kept his hands under Ilya’s shirt, kneading into his side with his knees bracketed at Ilya’s thighs, sighing into each kiss left atop his head and nuzzling into Ilya’s throat in return, fluttering his lashes at Ilya’s neck and brushing his lips at every mole and beauty spot he could find. 
 
Dinner kept while they held each other, full body hugged each other, breathed in and breathed out matching one another until finally Shane had to shift cos his knee hurt even with the folded up towel Ilya had so thoughtfully grabbed for him. 
 
“Easy easy.” Ilya trailed his hand all the way down Shane’s body again, grounding him from his head, down his back, over his rear and along his leg until he could slide his hand under Shane’s knee and rub his thumb into the mass of scars he could feel through the pajama pants. “Slow, okay? Slow.” 
 
“Bossy.” Shane nipped a kiss at Ilya’s neck, at his ear, then sat back enough to smile slow and sort of wondering at him. “Hi again.” 
 
“Hi again.” Ilya tugged him in for a real kiss. “Everything is okay?” 
 
“So good, yeah.” Shane’s eyes were soft, a little bit shy. “So much for taking our time and going slow, huh?” 
 
“Don’t worry, Shanychka.” Ilya set his fingers lightly at the spray of freckles beneath Shane’s eyes. “Moy koala medvezhonok. I still have the rest of the night to take my time and go slow with you.” 
 
“Kay.” Shane turned his nose into Ilya’s palm and sighed happily. “Are you hungry?” 
 
“Starving, yes.” Ilya confirmed, and Shane nodded, “Okay. Let’s eat and we can talk about last week and how much you suck at coaching practice–” 
 
“Brat.” Ilya pinched at a rather round butt cheek and Shane laughed at him, “I’m just saying, the girls told me you were awful! 
 
“The girls are dirty rotten liars.” Ilya steadied his hand at Shane’s left knee and his other hand at Shane’s right thigh to hold him secure as he stood. “Your Loons are as bad as their demon namesake.” 
 
“Don’t talk about my girls that way, none of them have ever done anything wrong in their entire life.” Shane braced his hands at the counter so he could look down at Ilya, smiling when Ilya tilted his head all the way back against the counter and gazed right back up at him, his hands loose in his lap and throat on full display, eyes hooded as he let Shane look his fill. “And loons aren’t um– they aren’t–” 
 
It was hard to concentrate with Ilya watching him like he was beautiful, and Shane had to swallow, find his words and try again, “Loons are majestic creatures.” 
 
“They are stupid Canadian wolf birds.” Ilya denied in a tone far too soft to be talking about his arch nemesis of the animal kingdom. “But you love them and you love the girls so I will make my peace with it.” 
 
“I think that’s very mature of you.” Shane held out his hand to help him up. “Come on. Get up here and kiss me so I can start dinner.” 
 
“Vsyo, chto ty zakhochesh.” Ilya clambered to his feet and gave Shane the kiss they both wanted. “Anything you want.” 
 
Dinner was easy enough to get back on track. All the toppings and fillings were already cut and chopped and portioned out into bowls, the teppan grill only took a few minutes to heat to the proper temperature, and while Shane was mixing up the Okonomiyaki batter, Ilya went looking for a drink. 
 
“Here.” Ilya opened a water bottle and handed it to Shane, waiting until Shane took a couple good sized swallows before taking it back and replacing the lid. 
 
Shane smiled about not having to ask for a water bottle, smiled about not having to open his own water bottle, smiled about not having to replace the lid on his own water bottle– it was such a specific sort of way to be spoiled, all Shane could do was smile about it. 
 
“There’s Coke and beer in the fridge.” he offered as he worked. “Vodka too, on the top shelf? I cut up a bunch of garnishes if you want.” 
 
“You bought vodka?” Ilya found the bottle and inspected it curiously. “Oh, you bought expensive vodka.” 
 
“It’s the one you have at the bakery.” Shane pointed out, and Ilya clicked his tongue, “Yes, and is expensive.” 
 
An invite for a sleepover at the cabin, a family meal that matched Ilya’s offering of blini in the form of Okonomiyaki, the phone charger and new toothbrush and already purchased supplies in the bedroom, his preferred brand of expensive vodka in the fridge– it did something warm and fluttery flustering to Ilya’s heart to see all the ways Shane was making room and space for him in his life, and the warm, fluttery, flustered feeling only compounded when Ilya went looking for a cup in the kitchen cupboards. 
 
“You have so many dishes.” he asked when he found stacks of plates in multiple sizes and a full set of coordinated bowls. “All this for you?” 
 
“No, of course not.” Shane shook his head. “I bought extra a few weeks ago because it’s not just me around anymore, right? You’re here tonight, and you can bring the girls out for dinner sometimes. If Svetlana is in town, I’ve got enough for that. If my parents come to visit, or if Hayden and the family comes out or whatever.” he shrugged. “I need plenty of dishes for those times.” 
 
“Right. Of course.” It didn’t escape Ilya’s notice that Shane had mentioned him and the twins and Svetlana first, as if the idea of family dinner wasn’t just not-scary anymore, but was something Shane was willing to host and willing to include Svetlana in as well. The whole family. 
 
He opened another cupboard trying to find glasses and paused fluttery and flustered and warm all over again when he saw the matching large count set of glass cups… and an eight piece set of coordinating, smaller cups in that family friendly, kid proof indestructible scratch proof, shatter proof material. 
 
“You have cups for the girls.” Not only a couple cups either. Eight of them. Plenty of cups for the twins as if Shane was planning for long days and maybe overnighters, multiple times and multiple reasons for Nadya and Mariya to ask for a drink. 
 
“Yeah.” Shane pulled a couple plates down and set them on the counter. “Of course.” 
 
Ilya poured a hefty measure of his favorite vodka into one of the brand new glasses and smiled. “Of course.” 
 
He set his drink down and crossed to the stove again, stepping up behind Shane and hooking his arm at Shane’s waist. Shane’s head dropped forward when Ilya budged a kiss to the back of his neck and then to the spot behind his ear, and told him, “I am glad you have lots of dishes.” 
 
“That’s a weird thing to be glad for, but I’ll take it.” Shane turned into an awkwardly angled sideways kiss. He knew why Ilya was glad about the dishes, it was all the same reasons Shane had been borderline giddy ordering all the dishes, but he teased him anyway, 
 
“Being a Dad has made you dorky.” and pursed his lips for another kiss, another and another until Ilya huffed over the angle and turned him from the stove to lay a solid one square on his mouth.  
 
“You like it.” 
 
“God, I really do.” Shane pushed Ilya towards the array of toppings and filling. “Ready to eat? I’m gonna pour the batter, you add everything you want in there, and I’ll cook it, okay?” 
 
“Yes, okay.” Ilya picked up the little bowls of toppings and held them up excitedly. “Gimme Okonomikayi from your obachaan.” 
 
“Saying those words in your accent makes them sound dirty.” Shane informed him blandly, and Ilya cracked up laughing. “Please don’t say things like that about my grandma.” 
 
“Sorry, sorry.” Ilya set his tongue at the tip of his teeth and winked, “I will save dirty sounding words only for you, not your grandma.” 
 
“I would super appreciate it, yeah.” 
 
Dinner was easy. Yes, the meal itself was easy because Shane had done all the work beforehand so the process from griddle to plate was only a matter of moments, but all of everything else was easy too. Cooking together. Juggling plates and drinks and mutually deciding on eating at the comfortable living room couch instead of the dining room table with nothing more than a sideways glance and lifted eyebrows and quick nod. 
 
Dinner was easy and the evening was easy. Shane sat in his usual favorite spot against the arm of the couch and Ilya sat in the middle with one leg tucked under his body so his knee wedged into Shane’s thigh. They dragged the sofa table close for drinks and Shane angled sideways, scooched sideways, took a few bites and inched his way sideways until he was fully facing Ilya on the couch, one foot tucked under Ilya’s knee and the other foot stretched out far enough on the floor to tap at Ilya’s toes whenever he was mid bite and couldn’t comment, or mid drink and couldn’t laugh, or mid smiling and just needed to touch. Ilya grabbed the pillows from the other side of the couch and propped them at his back so he was comfortable leaning forward over his plate and closer into Shane’s space and it was so beautifully easy how dinner was delicious and conversation flowed fast and they kept inching scooching scooting closer and closer as the night wore on. 
 
“Here.” Ilya’s Okonomiyaki was piled high with every single one of the toppings Shane had provided, but Shane had only picked a few for his. Ilya caught a wrinkle of discomfort when Shane bit into a too big piece of shrimp, another flicker of ick when the second bite of shrimp landed weird too, and when Shane put his fork down with for a quick second of frustration before picking it up to try again, Ilya offered, “Here, Shanychka. Give me the shrimp. You can have my noodles.” 
 
It took less than a minute for Ilya to quickly and efficiently swap the food around, scooping the shrimp off the side of Shane’s plate and replacing it with the noodles from his plate that hadn’t been mixed with shrimp or bacon yet. He went right back to eating, chowing down on the extra shrimp with gusto and getting right back to the story of Monday nights practice and how the Mighty Loons had scolded him over his whistle use. 
 
He stopped, though, when Shane wiped his mouth with a paper towel and leaned across the their plates to kiss him. 
 
“What was that for?” Ilya wanted to know, and Shane shrugged, “Do I have to have reasons to kiss you?” 
 
“No, but–” Ilya hummed when Shane leaned in to kiss him again. “Tell me what it is for anyway.” 
 
“You spoil me.” Shane said simply. “I like it.” 
 
“Ah.” Ilya put it together after a minute. “This is a food thing.” 
 
“Yeah.” he confirmed. “It’s a food thing.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya was perfectly fucking fine with that. “Tell me about your parents?” 
 
Shane told him about the trip to Montreal, about the lack of Rozanov posters in his room because ew, Ilya that was gross, about his Dad getting loopy on drugs and his Mom stressing to the point of tears and how weird it had been to be an adult with his parents, to step in and handle things and how it changed how he thought about them, how he thought about the Montreal house and what it meant to be home. 
 
He stopped halfway through talking about his Mom though, paused partway through explaining how suddenly he could see that Yuna’s efficiency and endless plans and perfect structure and Mom-ager energy were coping mechanisms for her anxiety, and asked bluntly, “Does it bum you out when I talk about my parents? My Mom, especially?” 
 
“It bums me out because sometimes you are very stressed about them.” Ilya crunched through a bite of bacon. “But you talk about your Dad like he is a best friend, and your Mom is maybe intense and scary, but she loves you, so no, why would it bum me out?” 
 
“Because of your Mama.” Shane answered bluntly. “Because of your Dad. Is it– I dunno. Does it make you sad when I talk about my parents? Or upset you when I’m upset with them for dumb shit cos it’s like– like I still have them, so why should I complain?” 
 
“No.” Ilya frowned at him. “No, Shane. I am not bummed out or sad or upset when you complain about them. My Papa was an asshole until he forgot too much of himself to remember to be mean. My Mama was sad every day until she lost herself in the dark. I am not sad that you have a Dad who is your favorite person and a Mom who would take on League Commissioner to make sure your contract is solid.” 
 
Shane still hesitated, and Ilya shook his knee lightly, “Would be like being upset because my girls have a good Mama with Sveta. I want them to have better things than me, I am happy you have better parents than me, I could not be upset. No.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane covered Ilya’s hand at his knee, tracing along his knuckles. “If it ever makes you sad, will you let me know?” 
 
“Probably not.” Ilya said honestly, and leaned in to set his thumb to the worried crease between Shane’s brow. “That is problem for me, okay? If I am sad about you having good parents, I will work on it. Fix it. That is not something for you to carry like a…” he made a vague motion. “Like a burden.” 
 
“Isn’t the point of being together–” Shane stopped when Ilya kissed him. He touched his lips and smiled, then tried again, “Isn’t the point of being together, carrying each other’s burdens like that?” 
 
“Some, yes.” Ilya acknowledged. “But not all of them. Some is things I need to keep working on, maybe there are things you need to work on that are not for me to know. Right?” 
 
“Right. Okay.” Shane nodded slowly. “Okay, that makes sense.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya ran his hand from Shane’s knee down to ankle, urging his leg straight so it wedged between the couch and Ilya’s hip. “How was trivia last night?” 
 
“It was really great!” Shane lit up beaming with pride. “We won every round last night, and that puts us two points ahead of the Davis team.” 
 
“When is final event?” Ilya pressed. “Or tournament? For the trophy.” 
 
“In May, I think.” Shane shoved a big bite of noodles into his mouth. “Jacob apparently coordinates it with the school year, so we’ll finish in May right before the kids get out and all the families go away for summer vacation. Then he starts a summer lightning round league for everyone who sticks around, and–” 
 
He flushed when Ilya grinned knowingly at him. “What? Is that boring?” 
 
“Holy fuck, is so boring.” Ilya confirmed. “But you will do summer lightning round league, yes? With your index cards and spreadsheets and need to google everything?” 
 
“Fuck off.” Shane tapped at his foot embarrassed, then set his plate down and scratched at his eyelid uncertainly. “But um. I don’t know if I’ll do the summer league or not.” 
 
“Why not?” Ilya put his plate down too. “You have so much fun in trivia.” 
 
“No, I definitely do.” Shane bit into the side of his cheek nervously. “But uh– I don’t really know what this summer will look like for me. Maybe once you guys have your Russian trip set and I know when you’ll be gone– I’ll decide then. I don’t want to miss any time with you for the summer when we’re already so limited.” 
 
“Russian trip.” Ilya’s expression folded into weary resignation. He’d been thinking about the Russia trip all goddamn week and yeah, fully intended to have a very open and honest and serious conversation about it with Shane at some point, but he’d been willing to– wanting to get through their first sleepover without the looming summer plans casting a shadow on the night. “Yes. We need to talk about that.” 
 
“We don’t have to talk about it tonight.” Shane hooked his leg at Ilya’s butt and tried to scoot him closer. “I’m sure you gotta figure it out with Svetlana anyway and I just got you here. I don’t want to talk about you leaving.” 
 
“I don’t want to talk about me leaving either.” Ilya didn’t want to talk about it ever, but he forced himself to give Shane the same deadline he’d given Sveta for a decision about the pending potential change in their routine. “But before the girls’ birthday at the end of April, yes? That is when Sveta and I have to choose flights. I will not do that without talking with you about it first, though.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane agreed quietly. “We’ll talk about it before the girls’ birthday. Before you talk to Svetlana."
 
“Tell me about the recruiter from the AAA league.” Ilya changed the subject to something else they needed to talk about. The Russian trip was weighing on him, but the recruiter and his packet of paperwork and his talk about how perfect and needed and valued Shane would be far away from Montbonne teaching kids other than the twins and the Loons had been weighing on him too. “What did he want?” 
 
“You heard what he said.” Shane took a drink of his beer. “He was a recruiter for the AAA U16 teams, way up high on the advisory boards and looking for a head coach. You know what he wanted.” 
 
“Da, I know.” Ilya admitted. “But what did he say to you?” 
 
“He wants to give me a job.” Shane pushed through the shredded remains of his dinner, spearing the little bits he wanted to eat. “Full time. Head coach. He said one of the teams specifically needs a Coach right away, but if I signed on, they’d give me my pick of the teams and just shuffle the other coaches around as needed. He had compensation and benefit package paperwork, he kept throwing out all these things that counted as perks, a team credit card and a housing allowance, they’d pay to relocate me, lease me a car, whatever the hell it would take for me to sign up and show up.” 
 
“Wow.” Ilya hated all of those things. “They really want you there.” 
 
“He told me to think about it for a bit.” Shane nodded. “But in the meantime they're willing to fly me out to attend some of the playoff games so I can see the teams in action, he wanted me to sign on to do some summer training camps. Kept saying things about how I’d been blessed with good coaches so the right thing to do would be to pay it forward by coaching other kids, he uh–” he huffed a laugh, “said that there were a hundred other potential Shane Hollanders out there who just needed the right coach to make them shine and obviously I was that coach.” 
 
“And they would pay you a lot.” Ilya ventured. “For you to train the next hundred yous and launch them into the professional leagues.” 
 
“Kind of a crazy amount, all things considered.” he admitted slowly. “But I don’t need the money. And I sure as hell don’t need the job, I’m already coaching the Loons.” 
 
“You would give up AAA U16 league and training the next super star to coach a team of goblins named after ugly bird?” Ilya tsked in mock disbelief. “Terrible career choice Hollander. You told him no?” 
 
“Stop talking shit about my Loons!” Shane laughed at him. “And yes, okay? Obviously I said no. I told him I had a team. He told me I could really make a difference and I told him, I thought I already was making a difference. And maybe,” he pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Maybe when Nadya and Mariya are older, if they seem like they could make it into the higher leagues, I’ll figure out how to coach them through the tryouts, you know? If I was going to coach anyone through to the spotlight, it would be the twins, but otherwise no. I’m not interested.” 
 
“Hm.” Shane not being interested in coaching the upper leagues unless it was Masha and Nadyushka going to try outs was too much for Ilya’s already emotionally compromised heart, so he opted to make it all extra compromised by picking up Shane’s hand and telling him in a wavery, wobbly sort of voice, “So. The girls have decided they are okay with us being boyfriends.” 
 
“Oh yeah?” Shane’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “When did that topic come up?” 
 
“Madi’s Mama has a new  boyfriend.” Ilya supplied. “And Madi says she is always laughing at her phone, smiling and giggling at her phone all day. Now the girls say that is what I do with you, so they wanted to know if you were my boyfriend.” 
 
“Is that what you do all day when I text you?” Shane set his plate down and propped his elbow on the top of the couch, resting his chin on his fist and smiling delighted about it. “Smile and giggle and laugh about it?” 
 
“No, is lie. Russians do not do this.” Ilya waved him off with a dramatic flick of his hand, ignoring Shane’s laughter so he could continue, “But the girls think so. And they decided that boys are stinky, but you are Coach and not a boy, and I am Daddy and not a boy, so since we are not stinky,” he shrugged. “We can be boyfriends.” 
 
“That is some hardcore seven year old logic.” Shane whistled as if impressed and Ilya grinned, “Yes, is so freaky to watch them read each other’s minds. They are like one creepy conscious, but so long as they are okay with us,” he pressed at Shane’s hand, “It is okay, I think.” 
 
And quieter, with a ripple of uncertainty, “Is okay with you? For them to say we are together?” 
 
“I think it’s really sweet, yeah.” Shane would have paid good money to see Ilya’s stressed out expression as Nadya and Mariya no doubt very seriously and in the most hysterical possible terms discussed whether or not their Coach and their Daddy qualified as stinky boys or not. “And um, we’ll have to tell them for real soon, right? Let them know for real that we are definitely together?” 
 
“Soon.” Ilya repeated with audible relief and audible happiness in his voice. “Yes. I want to tell them soon. We will tell them together.” 
 
“That sounds really good to me.” 
 
There. That was three difficult topics broached and handled and not stressed about in the slightest, all within a few minutes. Shane knew full well that a few months previous, thinking about Ilya taking a long Russian trip with Svetlana and the girls as a family would have put him into a tailspin. He knew Ilya would have been quiet and maybe uncertainly sullen about the recruiter, not sure how much he could push and not sure if pushing too much would send Shane packing right the hell out of Montbonne and into the AAA league. Talking about being public, about being official, even if it was only with the girls would have shut Shane right down before Christmas and his shut down would have sent Ilya spiraling and it would have all been a mess. 


It was all so much easier now. Dinner and date night and open conversation because Shane wasn’t scared and Ilya didn’t have to second guess everything he said. Shane sort of wanted to laugh about it, sort of wanted to scream about it, cos what a neat fucking concept right? What a groundbreaking fucking idea for two grown men to talk openly about their relationship and their plans for the future and whatever else was on their mind, right? 
 
Fuck. Realizing in retrospect what he had put himself and Ilya and everyone in his life who loved him through on a daily basis because of his own hangups and fears and stubbornness made Shane want to reach out and throttle his younger self. 
 
He’d been missing out on so much for no real reason and it was– sometimes it felt like–
 
“You are quiet.” Ilya wiped his hands before laying them heavy and warm high on Shane’s thighs. “What is it? What are you thinking about?” 
 
“I was just thinking,” Shane picked up the vodka bottle to refill Ilya’s glass. “How nice it is. To do this. To be like this.” 
 
“To talk without panicking.” Ilya guessed, and Shane agreed, “Yeah, definitely but also just this. Just like–” 
 
He waved his hand at the lack of distance between them, their feet tangled and legs touching. Motioned towards their mostly empty plates and how Ilya hadn’t hesitated to switch their food around and Shane hadn’t hesitated to let him. He looked around the cabin that hadn’t ever really felt like his space but now felt like their space and said, “You know? All of this.” 
 
Then softer, “I’m really glad you’re here.” 
 
Ilya answered in the same soft tone, “Thank you for inviting me.” 
 
They smiled at each other for a minute, maybe sappy, definitely smitten, before Shane belatedly, “Oh shit. Um. I guess while we’re on the subject of people knowing about us? My parents know about us.” 
 
Ilya’s expression didn’t change either upset or overly surprised so Shane forged on, “My Dad figured it out when he was here in January. I guess even when we were broken up, we weren’t very subtle around each other and I,” he winced, “was not very subtle away from you either. He told my Mom, and when she asked me about it when I was in Montreal, we got to talk about you and about– about us. She’s excited to eventually officially meet you and maybe the girls one day.” 
 
“Okay?” Ilya tilted his head curiously when he saw Shane gnawing at his bottom lip stressed. “You thought I would be… upset? Why would I be upset? I am not ashamed to be with you, Shane. I would not be intimidated by fussy parents, we are grown. I am a parent now. If they did not approve, it would not matter to me, I wouldn’t give you up for–” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane caught him into a quick kiss, tangling his fingers in Ilya’s hair and shaking his head, “Fuck, that’s crazy to hear. Thank you. I fucking love–” he swallowed. “I love that. But no, that’s not what I’m trying to say.” 
 
“Okay then.” Ilya turned his head to kiss the inside of Shane’s wrist as Shane let go of his hair and leaned back. “What are you trying to say?” 
 
“I’m realizing maybe I should have asked you if you were okay with my parents knowing.” Shane pointed out guiltily. “It’s one thing for Nadya and Mariya to see us together or Jacob or I’m sure some of the parents on the team have figured it out, Alicia definitely knows about us. But anyone outside of Montbonne is different. And my parents knowing, especially since they were there after Vegas and everything, that’s different.” 
 
“Parents knowing is different.” Ilya confirmed after a moment to think it through. “But Shane, if my Mama were still here, I would have told her about you on draft day. And on commercial day.” 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
“I would gone to her after Vegas, I would have wanted to sit with her and hold her hand when I saw you get hurt.” Ilya’s eyes were too bright, his voice husky, “I would have called her the day you came to Montbonne so she knew I had another chance with you. She would know all about you and us and I know,” 
 
Breathe. “I know she would have loved you, Shane. Moya lyubov’, Mama would have loved you.” 
 
“Holy shit.” Shane whispered. “Ilya. Fuck. That’s–” 
 
He stood up abruptly, untangling their legs and almost knocking over their drinks as he pushed the sofa table away so he could rush over to the stack of files by his computer in the kitchen. 
 
“Shane?” Ilya twisted after him in confusion. “What are you doing? V chyom delo?” 
 
“I have something for you.” Shane held up a large envelope triumphantly and hurried back to the couch, rearranging himself back around Ilya so they were just as tangled up before, closer even when Ilya fit further between his legs so they were almost forehead to forehead. “I mean, it’s not like– it’s not like a present. And maybe you won’t like it, I don’t know. But I found these. You told me about the photo albums, so I thought– I didn’t want to mess anything up, I don’t know if the older photo albums are closed and finished or if you’d want to redo them or– fuck. I mean–” 
 
He shook his head, frustrated at his inability to properly explain the gift, and just handed it over, shoving the thick 8x11 envelope into Ilya’s hands. “Just. Here.” 
 
“This is pictures?” Ilya pulled the stack of multi sized glossy prints from the envelope and spread them out on his lap. 
 
Then, “Oh.” 
 
And, “Oh, this is us.” 
 
With a wobble in his voice and a catch in his next breath, “You are giving me pictures of us?” 
 
Shane had found pictures of them buried in all the old boxes in Yuna’s study, print after print of Hollander and Rozanov, official League sanctioned players photos and promotional flyers hyping up their competition, artistic renditions from magazine spreads and stills from dozens of press conferences they done together in their five years sharing the ice. There were photoshopped posters with them face to face over a puck, season statistic spreadsheets comparing them goal for goal and minute for minute, slightly blurred printouts from online articles that Yuna had clipped and saved because they talked about Shane and if Ilya also happened to be in the picture or mentioned in the article, then whatever. 
 
There was an official draft photo, the same one Ilya had in his photo album. A still from the CCM commercial where Ilya was shirtless posing with his stick resting on his shoulders, arms on full display and chin tilted up, blue eyes cold looking down his nose at the camera, and a matching photo of Shane from the same shot, his chest and shoulders looking huge in the shirtless photo, his face somber and serious despite the softer features he’d sported back then. Another still from the CCM commercial, some sort of blurry outtake where it looked like they were both laughing, caught in a fit of giggles as they tried to shoot the unnecessarily dramatic commercial for their media fabricated rivalry. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya didn’t know what to say. “What um— I don’t—“
 
The back of every picture was dated, the location noted and event named and explained, and Ilya ran his fingers over Shane’s neat script spelling out their names, Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov. Their jersey numbers, twenty-four and eighty-one. Shane had added notes for everything ‘our first game together as rookies’ and ‘our third commercial’ and ‘after this draft day photo event, we both went to the gym and raced on bikes and talked by the mirrors’.
 
“I was trying to tell you earlier that I was going to put all these in a book.” Shane tapped one of the pictures from their very first Vegas awards show when they’d both been up for Rookie of the Year. “But I didn’t know how you organized the photo albums, and I didn’t know if you maybe wanted to keep your old ones the way they were and start a new one, or add these into the olds ones, I didn’t know. But I wrote on all of them, all the details I could remember so when you put them in a book and look through them—“
 
“This is five years.” Ilya realized numbly. “Five years of us. You found these?”
 
“My mom had them in her office. She was really insane about keeping any and all promotional material, that’s why she even has the CCM shots. She wanted to make sure we could always prove ownership of the images in case they were illegally distributed or something? She was paranoid about social media stealing stuff without credit.” It didn’t matter why Yuna had been so fastidious about keeping every stitch of material with Shane’s face on it. What mattered was that she’d ended up inadvertently keeping plenty of things with Ilya’s face on it too since they’d been pitted against each other in commercials, in promos, on and off the ice for five years.  
 
What mattered, was that Ilya had only ever had one picture of the two of them for too long, and now he had dozens. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya’s mouth opened. Closed. He didn’t know what to say. “I ah– I don’t–” 
 
There was a single solitary snapshot from the 2014 awards ceremony in Las Vegas, a split second caught when Ilya had his phone up for a selfie and they were looking at each other for a part of their scripted speech.
 
Ilya remembered forcing the smile, remembered sliding his hand down Shane’s back to rest at his waist because he couldn’t help needing to touch. He remembered Shane being tense, ramrod stiff and smiling through gritted teeth but the photo showed something different.
 
To outside observers, Ilya looked like he was laughing, while Shane looked like he was mildly amused by his mortal enemy’s bullshit and yes, Ilya was fake smiling but there was a crease and crinkle and corner at his eyelids that proved real joy because despite everything, being next to Shane at any point was worth smiling for. Yes, Shane was stiff and tense and annoyed, but for the millisecond captured in the photograph, his eyes were locked on Ilya, his brows furrowed and lips barely parted like he couldn’t help hoping and wanting and waiting for Ilya to turn his way. 
 
The back of the photo was dated 2014. Las Vegas. ‘The night we said good-bye’. 
 
“Shanychka.” 
 
“I almost didn’t put that one in.” Shane admitted quietly. “But I thought. You know. Vegas is a part of our story too. A part of us. A shitty part and sort of a scary part maybe. But we wouldn’t be here,” he linked their fingers together and squeezed gently, then tapped at the photo with both their hands. “If we hadn’t been there, first. Right?” 
 
“Da. You are right.” Ilya stared down at the awards ceremony photo, then dragged in an unsteady breath and shuffled back through the pictures to one of the very first ones he’d seen in the pile. “Do you ah– do you remember this one?” 
 
“Yeah. The press conference from our very first All Star game.” Shane chuckled at the photo, at his awful hair and the half bewildered, half annoyed expression on Ilya's gorgeous face. “I remember you broke Scott Hunter's record, and then I broke your record right after and no one ever fucking let you forget it.” 
 
“I’m sure was a mistake in the record books about who was really faster.” Ilya rolled his eyes, then sobered, holding up the picture and tugging Shane closer as he repeated, “But this. This press conference. Do you remember this?” 
 
“Yeah, Ilya.” Shane turned the photo over to show him the detailed notes on the back. “I remember–” 
 
“You rescued me.” Ilya cut in, and Shane looked up at him for a briefly confused second before looking back down at the picture, “I rescued you?” 
 
“You asked to speak for me.” Ilya clarified haltingly. “They asked me a long question, it was so confusing and I was nervous, could barely understand it.” 
 
“Oh. Oh yeah.” his expression cleared. “And I gave my answer first.” 
 
“You asked.” Ilya emphasized. “You kicked me under the table–” 
 
“I think it was more of a gentle tap than a kick.” 
 
“--and asked to speak for me, then gave a very good answer, one that matched what I would have said if I could find all the words to say it.” Ilya nudged their feet together on the floor. “You were very nice to me and you did not have to be.” 
 
“I didn’t want you to be embarrassed.” Shane shook his head. “I hated press conferences. I usually threw up before and after them, but my Dad helped me memorize some good answers and my Mom would watch other conferences and write down questions so I knew what to expect. You didn’t have anyone to help with that sort of thing, so I just–” 
 
“You rescued me.” Ilya repeated earnestly. “You were so nice. I kept telling myself I misremembered you, that you weren’t really so nice or kind or good looking or addictive. But then you rescued me and I was like fuckkkkkkkk Hollander!” Ilya dropped his head back on the couch with a dramatic groan. “I had to kiss you again.” 
 
“Is that why you told me your room number?” Shane realized with an elated little grin. “Because I was trying to figure out how to be brave enough to give you mine, but you did it first. Is that why? Because of the press conference?” 
 
“Is why I gave you my room number that time and all the other times, yes.” Ilya smiled at him, blue eyes soft roaming over Shane’s face. “Why I needed your number and bothered you texting all the time and why I did not give up even when you ignored me, or when you were pissy and told me no or when you asked to meet in the middle and it was such a long fucking drive, but I did it anyway.”  
 
“Vegas was–” he swallowed hard, shaking his head. “Vegas was so bad. After Vegas was so bad. And in ten years I kept thinking no, I was misremembering. You were not so kind and you were not so beautiful, you were not all the things I remembered, I told myself I was making you up better in my head,” he tapped his temple. “Because I missed you and I was mad at myself for missing you.” 
 
“Then you come to Montbonne.” Ilya’s smile slipped away to something serious. “You are here and I have to see you again and I remembered it all all over again. But then no, you are better than I remember somehow. Better than I imagined you would be.” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane tried, but Ilya shook his head, wet his lips and pleaded, “Let me say it. I need to say it and you need to hear it so listen. Listen.” 
 
Shane listened. Ilya clasped his hand tight between both his own and lowered his voice to a whisper, “Shanychka. You met my girls and they love you from the very first time. You learned about Masha and everything she needs, you are patient with Nadyushka and she smiles more with you, is braver with you than she is with anyone else. You bought boosters for them, not normal ones, fancy ones. You have dishes enough for family dinner and even enough for Sveta. You make room for me and for everyone I love in your heart and it’s–” 
 
“Ilya–” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya brought their clasped hands to his mouth to press an emotional kiss to Shane’s knuckles, then turned their hands over and kissed the center of Shane’s palm. “Everytime I think I misremember how good you are to me and for me, you remind me again that you are everything. You are everything.” 
 
Shane’s eyes burned with overwhelmed tears threatening to fall, and Ilya leaned in to set his thumb to the very corner of Shane’s eyes, sweeping featherlight and tender at his freckles. 
 
“Is why it always had to be you.” he murmured. “The first time and at the All Star game and every time after that. Is why it had to be you after Vegas and Russia and kids and ten years.” 
 
Ilya closed the distance between them to push their foreheads together, bringing his free hand up to cup Shane’s cheek. “It is just you for me, Shane Hollander. It was always and still is always… you.” 
 
“Wow. Fuck.” Shane squeezed his eyes shut, breath choppy and harsh as he held tight to his hand. “Okay. Come on. We need to–” 
 
He leaned away and stood up, clumsily gathering up the photos and set them on the table away from the dinner plates and half filled drinks. 
 
“Come on.” He held his hand out for Ilya. “Come on. Right now.” 
 
“Where are we going?” Ilya started to frown and Shane held his hand out again, curling his fingers impatiently, “I need you. Come on.” 
 
“Do you want me to clean up? Or–” 
 
“No, I’ll do it in the morning. Come on.” Shane gripped Ilya’s hand tight and pulled him up from the couch. “I need you right now. Right now. Please come with me.” 
 
“Da, dorogoy.” Ilya broke into a grin. “Vyso dlya tebya.” 
 
Anything for you. 
 
Anything, anything, everything.  
 
Shane only paused long enough to put the dessert in the fridge and flip off all the lights as he passed. The dishes, wiping down the counters, his usual fastidious nightly cleaning routine could all wait till morning. Ilya a mental note of everything he’d wake up early enough to get done so Shane wouldn’t come out of their post date haze and be frustrated by it, then held onto Shane’s hand and smiled, entirely happy to let Shane practically tow him out of the living room, down the hallway and right into the bedroom.
 
As soon as they crossed the threshold of the master bedroom though, Ilya took charge again. He planted his feet and shifted his weight, laughed a little bit excited at exactly how much strength it took to dissuade Shane from his single minded goal of getting naked, then dragged Shane back into his arms, grabbing at his waist to spin him around and smother him in a desperate, needy, self-control shattering kiss. 
 
“Oh fucking finally.” Shane gasped, and kissed him right back, hands immediately going to Ilya’s clothes, fumbling and plucking and snatching at his shirt, at his pants, anywhere he could reach as they stumbled backwards towards the bed. 
 
“Here. Here.” Ilya hooked his hands under Shane’s thighs and hefted him right off the ground with a satisfied grunt, directing Shane’s long legs to lock around his waist for the half a dozen steps to the bed so he could lay him out atop the blue blanket. 
 
“Gimme this.” Ilya shoved Shane’s shirt– his shirt, his shirt that Shane had borrowed then kept for all this time even when they hadn’t known if they’d ever make it back to exactly this point again– up Shane’s chest and then over his shoulders, dodging Shane’s impatient flailing when the long sleeves caught on his bulky arms and briefly at his chin. 
 
“Come here.” Shane scooted backwards on the bed, trying to make grabby hands at Ilya while also trying to toss pillows out of the way and also trying to wriggle out of the pajama pants. “Come on, come on, don’t make me wait anymore.” 
 
“No no, you should wait.” Ilya grinned wide and a little wild when his temporary denial was met with a hilariously frustrated noise. “You should wait, and you should stay.” He set one knee on the edge of the mattress and stretched to grab Shane’s wrist, pinning it to the pillows above Shane’s head. “Stay like this.” 
 
“Stay?!” Shane barked incredulously. “What do you mean stay? Where are you going?” 
 
Ilya didn’t answer, not out loud at least. He stepped off the bed, then moved back a few feet for good measure, and when Shane’s lip curled like he was going to get bratty about having to be extra patient when he’d already been mostly sort of almost patient all night, Ilya grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it up, and then off. 
 
Shane’s mouth shut with a click when Ilya’s shirt came off slowly, inching up his abdomen and baring the trail of hair below his navel, the scatter of beauty marks and moles dotted over his torso. Higher, stretching over the expanse of Ilya’s chest and Shane swallowed, gulped, when the gold necklace lifted away caught in the shirt collar for a few seconds for clinking back down to gleam against Ilya’s skin in the lamplight. The shirt caught tugging at Ilya’s wide shoulders, left his curls mussed and messy and Ilya straightened up all the way as he peeled the sleeves off his arms, rolling his shoulders and shaking his arms out before tossing the shirt away. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane croaked and Ilya smiled just a little, just briefly before undoing the fasten at his jeans and bending over to push them down his legs. He smiled a little wider over Shane’s audible intake of breath when the movement and motion emphasized his shoulders and the muscles in his back, broke right into a grin when he stood up and Shane’s mouth was open, eyes wide and gaze zeroed in on Ilya already half hard in his briefs. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane forgot to stay. He clutched at the blanket like he wanted to tear it as Ilya knelt first one knee, then the other on the mattress and crawled up towards him. “Ilya, holy fuck,” He fell back into the pillows when Ilya stretched out over him, knees falling open and neck already craning up trying to find the kiss waiting on Ilya’s mouth. 
 
“That was nice for me.” Ilya didn’t kiss him, didn’t lay all the way against him, only hovered with his weight on his knees and elbows grinning down at Shane already half desperate beneath him. “For you to stare so much when I got undressed. Was nice for you?” 
 
“So nice for me, yeah.” Shane ran his hands over Ilya’s shoulders and looped his arms at his neck, trying to pull him down. “Come here.” 
 
Ilya obeyed with a small smile, shifting his weight forward to lay down against him, lowering his body inch by inch to cover Shane from toes to shoulders with his weight. Shane gasped when Ilya’s cock notched into the crease of his hip, wheezed when Ilya’s bulk settled over his chest and took his breath away, knotted his fingers into Ilya’s hair and pulled when Ilya finally kissed him, and stuttered through a moan when the first kiss was all tongue. 
 
“Mmmfuck, Ilya…” 
 
“Yes, but.” Ilya kept kissing him, licking through his mouth and sucking at his tongue, easing back only a millimeter at a time so he could say, “I told you to stay.” 
 
“Shit.” Shane’s eyes snapped open wide when Ilya grabbed both his hands and pushed them up into the pillows again. “Why?” 
 
“Stay, Shanychka.” Ilya watched close to see how the order landed, searching Shane’s eyes and tracking the blush of red into the very tips of his ears and paying very very close attention to the immediately interested kick of Shane’s cock against his thigh. 
 
“Right here.” Ilya fit both Shane’s wrists into his hand and squeezed purposefully, watching searching feeling Shane’s body react to it. “Yes?” 
 
“Fuck. Yes.” Shane closed his eyes and dragged in a slow breath, then blinked up heavy lidded and willing. “Yeah. Okay.” 
 
“Good job.” Ilya rewarded him with a kiss, slow and sucking and wet, then leaned back enough to give him a wink that bordered on diabolical, “And good boy.” 
 
“Motherfucker…” Shane smiled loose and thrilled about it, and Ilya rewarded that bit of sass with a kiss too, then turned and started mouthing down Shane’s throat, dragging his tongue along Shane’s pulse and digging his teeth in at the tendon of Shane’s shoulder. Shane lifted up under him offering and Ilya accepted with a groan, moving to his chest and sucking at Shane’s nipples, licking and nipping until one pebbled up hard against his tongue, then switching to pay the same attention to the other side, covering the wet one with his hand and tweaking at it with his fingers until Shane was squirming and panting and trying to grab for him again, “Ilya, fuck. Fuck, that’s good." 
 
“Stay.” Ilya punctuated the reminder with a sharp bite into the soft give of Shane’s stomach, and Shane hissed in surprise then melted back into the blanket with a grateful moan when Ilya soothed the bite with his tongue, warm and wet and worshipful before moving lower, nosing through the sparse hair below his belly button on his way to the waist band of the pajama pants. 
 
“I am going to take these with me tomorrow.” Ilya teased with his chin propped low on Shane’s stomach so he could look up the length of his body at him. “Is about time they go back home where they belong.” 
 
“The hell you will. These are mine now. I'm keeping them." The sight of Ilya down between his legs, the wicked smile and heated blue eyes and big hands braced at his hips was enough to make Shane shake. He kept his hands up above his head on the pillows, but bent his knees to cage Ilya in, bit his lip and tried not to whimper when Ilya settled in harder against him, for all intents and purposes snuggling in to the vee of his hips and looking thoroughly pleased at the prospect of being basically hugged in place.  
 
“Oh yes you can keep jammies.” Ilya hooked his fingers into the waistband and tugged a few times. “But they are coming home with me, so you will have to come home too. Okay?” 
 
“Maybe I will.” Shane whispered and Ilya swallowed hard before nodding, “Maybe you should. But first…” 
 
Shane shouted with laughter when Ilya bit into the waistband of the jammie pants and waggled his eyebrows devious before scooching backwards and dragging the pants down with his teeth. He growled playfully about it and Shane laughed louder, Ilya pinched Shane’s ass so he’d shriek and lift up so Ilya could keep pulling, he got them to Shane’s thick thighs and shook his head like he was wrestling with the fabric playing tug of war working to get them all the way off. 
 
Shane helped kick the pants down off his feet and Ilya tossed them over his shoulder before pushing right back between Shane’s legs. He wrapped a hand at each of Shane’s ankles, smoothed his palms up Shane’s strong calves and alternated between dotting kisses to each leg, higher and higher until he reached Shane’s knees. Then Ilya switched to holding tight at Shane’s right knee but gentling his touch on the left side, gripping hard on the right but mapping the ridges and bumps of scars and scar tissue on the left with his tongue, with his lips.
 
He held Shane open, wedged his broad shoulders between Shane’s knees to make room for him to work his way higher, up and up between his legs until he could slide his hands under Shane’s legs and brace at his hips, thumbs sweeping at Shane’s waist as he nuzzled a kiss high on the inside of Shane’s thigh. 
 
“Ilya.” By the time Ilya made it to sucking at the faint lines decorating Shane’s inner thighs, Shane wasn’t laughing anymore. It wasn’t funny anymore. Ilya took his time at the scars along Shane’s left leg and he took his time with the stretch marks too, nipping tiny bites at the pale lines then licking away the reddened marks, rubbing his cheek into the delicate skin and humming in approval when first Shane’s legs were tense at his shoulders, the muscle clenched uncomfortable with being so exposed, but then slowly Shane relaxed, slowly the thick thighs softened and Ilya could nudge him further open. 
 
“H-hey.” Fingers at Ilya’s cheek, gentle gentle and coaxing. Ilya left one last little kiss at a mark tucked almost at the back of Shane’s thigh and at the swell of his ass, then looked up to meet Shane’s eyes. 
 
“Hi.” Shane wasn’t staying anymore. He didn’t know when he’d given up keeping his hands above his head at the pillow, but he didn’t care and more importantly Ilya didn’t care, not when he looked so pleased to turn and nuzzle into his palm as Shane stroked his cheek. “Can we do more? Can I have more?” 
 
He was so hard it almost hurt, his cock laying against his stomach and jerking which each breath, pre come dotting tacky against his skin. Ilya pushing his way up between Shane’s legs, coaxing him open with a thousand little kisses had been a different type of intimacy, slow and fucking stunning and another time Shane would have been so happy to lay there and be worshipped slow and steady and like he was precious. 
 
But. 
 
“Will you–” Shane didn’t even know what he was asking for, but he needed something. More. Anything. He needed Ilya, he needed– 
 
“Please.” was all he managed. His fingers were at Ilya’s face, legs splayed open and cock leaking hard against his stomach, and all he managed was, “Ilya, please.” 
 
“Da, sweetheart.” Ilya promised huskily. “I know. I know. Come here.” 
 
God Shane loved how big Ilya was, loved that Ilya didn’t need both hands to move him around. Shane hadn’t ever been small and he was bigger now than he’d ever been, but Ilya still lifted him easily, still maneuvered him like he didn’t weigh hardly anything at all getting Shane over to all fours. 
 
“Is okay?” Ilya dropped kisses into the twin dimples low on Shane’s back, then spread his fingers wide and smoothed his hands up Shane’s back to his shoulders, coaxing Shane’s head down into the pillows before scraping his nails lightly down Shane’s side to hold his hips and prop them up high. “Like this, your knee is okay, nothing hurts?” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane turned into the pillows and tried not to squirm at being bent face down, ass up and on display. “Fuck, Ilya. it's good. I'm good.” 
 
“Ty takoy krasivyy’.” Ilya nosed his way along Shane’s spine, finding and kissing every little mark and mole and scar he found along the way, drawing wet lines across Shane’s skin and inching his way closer and closer to the cleft between his cheeks. “You are perfect like this, perfect.” 
 
“I don’t um–” Shane shuddered under a scrape of teeth on the meat of his ass. “Ilya.”
 
“Still okay?” Ilya bent far over Shane’s body to kiss his shoulder, the back of his neck, and then further still to find Shane’s mouth when Shane turned back searching for him. “Shane. Tell me.” 
 
“S’good.” Shane gasped at the first exploratory touch at his entrance, Ilya’s fingers dry and blunt circing his rim. “Fuck. Yeah. That’s good.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya kissed him one more time. “This will be better then.” 
 
“Ilya–!” it was better when Ilya replaced his fingers with his tongue, holding Shane apart with both hands so he could flatten his tongue to the furled skin and lick across him slow. Shane moaned loud into the pillows and Ilya paused long enough to stroke Shane’s cock a couple times, swiping over the tip with his thumb until Shane jumped and whined and shoved back against him, and Ilya decided, “There, that is better. Come here.” and pushed back in tongue first. 
 
He licked his way inside Shane’s body, his mouth hot and gathering spit so his tongue was soaked pushing at Shane’s rim and fucking past the tight muscle to get through. Shane’s toes curled into the blanket as he tried not to squeak over the sensation and Ilya ran his hand down Shane’s leg to squeeze at his foot, helping him relax with a quick promise of, “Got you, dorogoy.” before pursing his lips and pulling at Shane’s hole, digging his fingers into Shane’s rear when he tried to wriggle forward away from the tickle of Ilya’s hair at the inside of his thighs. 
 
“Stay.” the order wasn’t half as stern as it had been before, not half as coherent either. Ilya mumbled, “Stay.” with his tongue licking warm and wet a half inch inside, and the instruction garbled into a loud groan when Shane’s body instinctively clenched down around the intrusion. 
 
“Not enough.” Shane rolled his hips back anxiously, trying to get more of Ilya inside him, clutching hard at the blankets because if he touched his cock he’d cum and he didn’t want to do that yet, didn’t want to be done until Ilya was all the way inside him. “Fuck. Ilya that’s not– I need more, come on.” 
 
“Here is more, here.” Ilya eased back, softening his tongue to lick and lap lazily at the sopping entrance as he prodded his finger at the slowly loosening rim, circling it with the calloused pad of his index finger before pressing forward to fill him. A moan ripped from Shane’s throat at the first real push and Ilya shuddered through an answered moan, angling his head to lick Shane from the strip of skin just behind his balls, up along his perineum and back to his hole until Shane cried out muffled ito the blankets, and Ilya pulled away enough to encourage, “Louder, Shane. I miss hearing you.” 
 
“Make me–” Shane gulped, open mouthed panting into the pillows. “Make me get loud then. C-Come on.” 
 
“Fuck, Shane.” Ilya swore and went back to licking at him, sucking and pulling and soaking him with his mouth until Shane was messy enough, sloppy wet enough for Ilya to give him a second finger, stretching him open and timing Shane’s harsh breathing one-two-three before crooking his fingers and dragging them across Shane’s prostate. 
 
“Fuck!” Shane got loud, jerking forward away from the sudden jolt and then just as fast and just as frantically rocking back again so Ilya wouldn’t stop. “Please.” 
 
“Give me more.” Ilya told him, then repeated it in Russian, growling the words as deep as he could into each lick and lap at Shane’s entrance, timing each thrust of his fingers with a mumbled rush of praise, of pleading, of promising to give Shane everything so long as Shane kept moving like that, pushing back into him like that, humping back against his face begging for him. 
 
“I don’t want–” Shane wailed when he opened up around a third finger, wailed louder when Ilya suddenly stopped dead in his tracks, fingers still and mouth dotting the barest of kisses at his cheek. “Ilya, why– wait– why are you stopping, why did you stop?” 
 
“You do not want?” Ilya had barely heard it over the sound of his own slurping and gasping as he feasted at Shane’s hole, but he’d heard it all the same and promptly stopped. “Shane, you do not--?” 
 
“No no no, I just don’t want to cum like this.” Shane finished with a gasp. “I don’t want to–” he rocked back helplessly, trying to push Ilya’s fingers back deeper inside him. “I– I want you in me and I don’t want to be done too fast. Don't wanna miss it."
 
“Shane.” 
 
“Jesus Christ!” Shane yelped when he was abruptly unfortunately empty, Ilya pulling all three fingers out and then shuffling away so Shane couldn’t even feel him against the back of his thighs and laying over his body. “Where the fuck are you going!” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya rolled him over carefully, easing Shane onto his back in the pillows and bracing his hands on either side of Shane’s shoulders, watching him closely. “You still want me?” 
 
Shane looked down his body where his cock was still hard, still leaking, shuddering with each breath, then back up to meet Ilya’s eyes incredulously. “Yes. I want you. Fuck.” 
 
“But you,” Ilya finally smiled when the rest of Shane’s words registered. “You do not want to cum like this? Only on my cock?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane’s face burned red but he nodded. “It’s been a really long time, Ilya. A really fucking long time, so I don’t want to be done and miss it. Miss being with you like that.” 
 
“You do not think I can make you cum twice?” Ilya arched an eyebrow at him and Shane’s eyes went wide, “I um– I don’t–” 
 
“Okay okay.” Ilya dropped a kiss on the scars on Shane’s left knee, then lifted up to kiss him on the lips. “We have time, yes? Plenty of time tonight.” 
 
“Every time you say that, I have to wait longer for sex.” Shane’s petulant little pout made Ilya laugh, delirious and thrilled and fully carried away by the gorgeous man who needed him so shamelessly. 
 
“Listen.” He emphasized it with another kiss. “You got to have me the way you wanted earlier.” Shane’s eyes sparked remembering the kitchen, and Ilya nodded, “Let me have you the way I want, yes?” 
 
“C-counter point.” Shane lost a little bit of coherence when Ilya snagged a pillow and lifted him with a single head spread at his butt to push the pillow under his hips. “Because you um– you’re only this patient because you already got to cum. I didn’t, so I need–” he cried out shocked, arching off the bed when Ilya’s mouth landed at his entrance again. “Ilya–!” 
 
“You are greedy.” Ilya tried to sound teasing. It came out nearly growling. Shane was greedy and that was gorgeous, but Ilya was fucking starving and he bent to lick him again, sucking wet kisses at the swell of his ass and mouthing over the faint stretch marks again until Shane’s thighs were clamping around his head as Shane cursed and trembled under him. 
 
“M-more.” he stammered and Ilya gave him more, two fingers again pushing into him and twisting around searching for his prostate. “Fuck. Fuck that’s– I can’t—!” 
 
“MmmmShane…” Ilya rubbed purposefully over the raised pad when he found it and Shane’s hands landed in his hair, pulling hard as he choked out desperate, “Baby! Baby please–!” 
 
Oh, that was too much. Shane begging for him, calling him baby with his voice wrecked was too much and Ilya had to stop, had to push his face into the crease of Shane’s thigh, and shove a hand down into his briefs to grip his cock when it spurted spilling a puddle of pre come. 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya rutted against the bed desperately, driving his hips down a few times and gripping the base of his cock trying to stave himself off, “Fuck Shane. You cannot say it like that, you will kill me.” 
 
“What?” Shane fought through the daze of his own impatience to gawk wonderingly at Ilya humping into the bed, his face screwed up concentrating trying not to cum too fast. “Holy shit, do you like that? You like when I call you–” 
 
“Do not,” Ilya cut him off hoarsely, blushing dark red at being so quickly pushed to the edge by a fucking pet name, “Say too much. Yes I like it, but you are a brat. You will wield it like a weapon to get what you want and that is not fair.” 
 
“Would you just come here, then?” Shane hooked his foot at Ilya’s calf and tried to urge him up his body. “Come on, we have all night for you to make me cum however you want, but right now would you please come here."
 
“Okay okay.” Ilya got himself under control enough to stretch up to give him a kiss. “Okay. I will make you a deal.” 
 
“A deal.” Shane echoed in disbelief. “You’ve still got two fingers in me, but you want to make me a–AH!” He yelped, hips jerking helplessly when Ilya twisted those fingers inside him pointedly. 
 
“I hate you.” he gulped after he got his breath back. “F-fuck. I hate you.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya smiled lazily, clocking the faint tremor running clear through Shane’s body, admiring the sheen of sweat on Shane’s gorgeous skin and licking his lips wanting when his eyes landed on Shane’s cock, the trickle of precome spotting tacky on his stomach. “I know you do.” 
 
“Fuck you.” Shane closed his knees at Ilya’s frame, rocking side to side in the bed just enough to make Ilya’s fingers shift inside him. “Okay. Shit. Make me a deal.” 
 
“Here is deal. You had me the way you wanted in the kitchen, so now I get to have you the way I want–”  Ilya stopped when a frantic whine made it past Shane’s lips before he clenched his jaw and tried to be quiet.
 
Ilya waited until Shane nodded that he was listening, then continued, “I will have you on my fingers and tongue, and then I will make you cum again later the way you want.” 
 
“The—The way I want?”
 
“With me inside you, yes.” Ilya’s voice deepened determined, not so much asking as he was telling Shane, “That is what you want.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane’s eyes slammed shut, and he wet his lips anxiously. “Yeah, that’s what I want. Fuck. Need that. Need you. But.” he licked his lips again, his throat parched and mouth dry. “How much later? Because it’s been like two months already."  
 
“Three.” Ilya corrected, and Shane shook his head, “We got back together at the beginning of February.” 
 
“And I have not been inside you since before the holiday.” Ilya’s eyes dropped to Shane’s hole, mouth parting entranced as he watched it clench and flutter around his fingers. “I have been missing being inside you for three months.” 
 
“Holy shit, Ilya.” Shane stared at him. “Okay. Three months. So why the fuck are we waiting?” 
 
“Not waiting.” Ilya ran his thumb around Shane’s rim, smiling when the muscle twitched rippling under the touch. “Only enjoying. We have all night. And tomorrow. I told you I wanted to take my time, you are worth taking all the time for.” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane flushed dark red, and Ilya leaned in to kiss him for it, sweeping his mouth along Shane’s freckles and praising, “Blyat’, kakoy zhe ty kraivvy, you are so beautiful. So is a deal, yes? Once now how I want so I can enjoy you, and again later how you want.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane turned into a kiss, holding at Ilya’s face with both hands and nodding against his forehead. “Yes. Deal.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya gave him one more kiss. “Now cum for me.” 
 
“Fuckkkkk Ilya—!” Shane came apart in a matter of minutes, helpless and carried away and shattering beneath Ilya’s fingers working in earnest at his prostate, Ilya’s mouth sucking and pulling at his rim, the rumble of Ilya’s voice through his center talking him through it with endless praise and growled out encouragement until Shane’s legs locked at Ilya’s head and his core clenched down hard around Ilya’s fingers and he finished shouting loud, grabbing for Ilya’s arm where it lay like steel holding him down at his hips and digging his nails in as his body bowed up off the bed and his cock jerked spilling over his stomach. 
 
“Good job, good job, takoy nazhnyy, is perfect..” Ilya kept licking at him as he worked his fingers free, lapping at his rim and kissing away the tang of sweat at Shane’s thigh until Shane sobbed something wild and relieved and dropped boneless against the bed. 
 
“Good job, sweetheart, so good.” Ilya kissed Shane’s hip, dragged his tongue through the spill of cum cooling on Shane’s stomach, then lifted up and away to get a rag. 
 
But, “Ilya–?” Shane’s voice cracked, his eyes flying open and hands waving up disoriented, and Ilya lay back down immediately, fitting his thigh between Shane’s legs and settling over Shane’s frame to help bring him back grounded. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane grabbed for Ilya’s face, his shoulders, at his back to keep him close. “Please–” 
 
“Right here.” Ilya stayed right there, heavy and solid along Shane’s body. He ignored the mess squished between their stomachs so he could slide his arm under Shane’s head, and Shane turned into the crook of his elbow, eyes closed and lips parted as he tried to come down. 
 
“Better?” It was only a few minutes before Shane was stirring again, his breathing back to normal and eyes blinking open bright as he offered Ilya a small, sheepish smile. Ilya erased any lingering uncertainty with a long kiss, caressing Shane’s cheek until Shane’s smile grew and he kissed him back enthusiastically. 
 
“Yes.” Shane lifted his chin so Ilya could kiss down his throat too. “Better.” 
 
“Okay. I will be right back.” Ilya hadn’t said that earlier, he hadn’t given Shane any warning that he was going to move, so he made sure to say it clearly that time, made sure not to move until Shane nodded at him in permission, then made sure to move slowly easing off of Shane so he could quickly wash up in the bathroom, then bring a warm washcloth back for Shane and gently, thoroughly clean the mess off his stomach and softening cock. 
 
“C’mere.” Shane was loose and easy and sated when Ilya came back to bed, rolling onto his side and opening his arms so Ilya would lay down and curl up with him, tangling their feet and notching knees in so they fit together like puzzle pieces, as close as they could be and still be able to talk and kiss and touch each other. 
 
“I am here.” Ilya kissed Shane’s forehead to check in, and when Shane angled up to kiss him harder as an answer, Ilya happily indulged it for a few minutes before slowing the kiss down to something gentler, something softer as they settled into the bed and into a contented, momentarily satisfied cuddle, too sweaty and too warm to bother getting under the blankets, too happy to be skin to skin breathing each other in to bother with turning up any lights.
 
The room was shadowy, dark outside the big windows with the moon not high enough to offer any sort of illumination, and the lamp only reached half the bed, landing lightly golden at their faces then shading along their bodies. 
 
It felt private and cozy, hidden and quiet and Ilya brushed his knuckles at Shane’s face as a silent thank you for Shane being so brave to ask for a sleepover, nudged Shane’s chin up for a kiss of wordless gratefulness for how beautiful the evening had been so far, then lay back and closed his eyes so they could breathe together a while. 
 
Eventually. 
 
“I missed you.” Shane was the first to break the silence, his eyes still closed but his fingers resting at the back of Ilya’s neck, sweeping through the very ends of Ilya’s hair. “This week and for your whole stupid monkhood thing and like– like every day all the time before that.” 
 
“My whole stupid monkhood thing.” Ilya’s shoulders shook in silent laughter. “You said yes to it, Shanychka. Or did you forget?” 
 
“I didn’t forget, I just didn’t think it would last more than a week tops.” 
 
“To do it the right way this time is worth it, though?” 
 
“Obviously.” Shane tugged at his hair gently. “Obviously yes.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya dotted a kiss to the tip of his nose. “And I missed you too. All week. Forever.” 
 
And. 
 
“Is maybe my favorite thing.” Ilya spoke up next, some unknown amount of minutes later with his hand resting on Shane’s side, his thumb drawing small circles close to Shane’s belly button. “How you are so slutty for my tongue.” 
 
“I’m slutty?” Shane nuzzled a little deeper into Ilya’s chest. “You were practically begging to eat me out.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya didn’t bother denying it. “And I would beg for you again.” 
 
“I’m going to hold you to that.” 
 
“I think you should, yes.” 
 
Then. 
 
“So is it just 'baby'?” Shane slid his toes up the back of Ilya’s calf, notching their bodies a half inch closer. “Or are you helplessly horny for all pet names and endearments?” 
 
“I am not helplessly horny for–” 
 
“Ilya called you baby and you almost came on the bed.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya huffed, adjusting their hug to pull Shane deeper into his arms. “That is different though. It was in the middle of a very intense time, you could have called me cauliflower and it would be the same, so long as you said it the way you said baby.” 
 
“Cauliflower.” Shane repeated flatly. “You expect me to believe I could call you random vegetables and you’d react like that?" 
 
“I mean.” Ilya grinned when Shane pinched him. “Is same for you, yes?” 
 
“No, Ilya.” Shane brushed his lips at his collarbone. “I would not almost cum if you called me random vegetables like cauliflower in bed.” 
 
“No? Okay. We will see.” Ilya hitched Shane’s knee up higher over his legs and hummed when the motion brought the soft bulk of Shane’s cock right onto his thigh, then lowered his voice and crooned into Shane’s ear, “Moya kapusta… moy luk…moy chesnok…moy pomidor…”
 
He raised his eyebrows and “Hmmm!”’d when he felt Shane chub up thickening against his leg. “You are getting hard?” 
 
“What?” Shane shook his head, flustered. “No. That’s not– you sound so hot when you speak Russian. That’s not fair. It’s not at all the same as me calling you cauliflower.” 
 
“You could say cauliflower in sexiest Canadian accent and would work the same.” Ilya promised playfully and Shane groaned, rutting forward into him for a few seconds, “Oh shut up.” 
 
Later. 
 
“Thank you for pictures.” Ilya rolled onto his back, bringing Shane with him to cuddle in over his heart, their legs twined together and Shane’s face tucked into his neck. “That is very special to me.” 
 
“Good.” Shane traced the links in Ilya’s necklace with his fingertips. “I didn’t want to overstep–” 
 
“No.” Ilya shook his head. “Is no such thing.” 
 
“--but I’m not going to let you forget me.” Shane finished with a waver to his voice. “After all this shit, how hard we had to fight to get here, I’m not going to let you forget us.” 
 
“No.” Ilya kissed his hair, his forehead, leaned up enough to grab Shane’s chin and kiss his lips. “No, Shane. I wouldn’t. Now you will be my picture books for all those years and we will take so many pictures with you and the girls and at home so I have those ones too.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane burrowed back in, closing his eyes and closing his fingers into Ilya’s necklace. “We need to take a lot of pictures from now on.” 
 
“Okay.” 
 
“I mean it.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya swallowed a couple times, staring up at the ceiling until his eyes didn’t burn with tears anymore. “I know you do.” 
 
After.
 
“Baby.” Shane whispered it right into Ilya’s ear, sucking his earlobe into his mouth and offering just the hint of teeth as he suckled the soft skin. “Are you asleep?” 
 
“You are a demon.” Ilya informed him peevishly and Shane just laughed quietly, reaching down between their bodies to close his fingers at Ilya’s cock and stroke him once, twice, as it hardened in his palm. 
 
“An absolute–” Ilya groaned through clenched teeth when Shane sucked a kiss at his neck, at the hinge of his jaw, “Ah fuck, Shane…” 
 
“Mmm baby…” Shane trilled teasingly. “If I call you cauliflower, will you cum?” 
 
“Demon!” Ilya pulled back with a gasp and Shane shrieked, collapsing into high pitched giggles when Ilya attacked him tickling–
 
“Ack! No! Stop stop stop stop–!” 
 
Finally. 
 
“I need you again.” Shane said it first, breaking away from a long kiss to rasp, “Fuck. Ilya, I need you again.” 
 
“Already, Shanychka?” Ilya slid his hand down Shane’s ass to find his entrance again, rubbing his fingers dry over him until Shane whined and bucked up against him, pushing his cock into Ilya’s stomach. “You are greedy again?” 
 
“Still.” Shane corrected with a sharp bite to Ilya’s neck, another at his shoulder, another tracking down his chest and sucking at his nipples and spreading his hands wide across Ilya’s stomach, scratching his nails at his waist. “Always.” 
 
“Always.” Ilya repeated hoarsely. “Yes. Okay. Come here. Right here, let me have you like this.” 
 
There were condoms and lube in both drawers, and Ilya grabbed the supplies from whichever was closer, hands shaking as he uncapped the lube and drenched his fingers, then eased Shane over to spooning, tucked right up against his back so he could press and prod and stretch him open again. 
 
“Come on.” Shane grit out from behind clenched teeth, rolling his hips back onto the width of three fingers buried in his core. “I need you, get in me, come on."
 
“Right here.” Ilya unrolled a condom over his cock and fit back against Shane, tugging at his hips until the angle was right, rubbing down Shane’s thigh to his knee and telling him to, “Hold here, hold yourself open for me.” 
 
“Yeah okay, okay I can do that.” Shane held his knee up, pulled it to his chest a little so Ilya had room, and cried out ragged at the first heavy push of Ilya’s cock at his entrance, the burn and stretch of the blunt head as Ilya nudged forward and forward. He looped his arm under Shane’s thigh to help hold him once he was in, groaned out loud and panted hot against Shane’s shoulder as he sank another inch deeper, splitting Shane open around him and shaking from how good it felt, how tight Shane’s body sucked him in, how loud Shane was as he gasped for Ilya to please and deeper and fuck, too much, you’re too much, don’t stop. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane turned on the bed, twisting as best he could without dislodging or disrupting Ilya’s slow slow relentless push into his body until he could prop up on an elbow for a kiss, straining and stretching to get to Ilya’s mouth before falling back into the pillows with a punched out sounding groan when Ilya finally bottomed out inside him. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane covered his face with both arms, but when Ilya begged, “No, dorogoy, let me see you,” he dropped his arms and grabbed for Ilya again, dragging Ilya’s hand from his hip up to his chest and over his heart to hold him steady and twisting his fingers into Ilya’s hair to keep him close.
 
“I know.” Ilya pushed his face into Shane’s armpit, huffing and nosing and hiding the way his face screwed up concentrating trying not to be so fucking overwhelmed by the entire thing, sighing when Shane’s fingers tightened in his hair holding him there, and stuttering through a scattered, emotional few lines in Russian, mumbling the words into Shane’s skin, tracing them with his tongue into a few freckles tucked high under Shane’s arm, doing everything he could to stay still long enough for the tight clutch of Shane’s body and the desperate little pleas from Shane begging for more to not break him. 
 
“What– what does that mean?” Shane dropped his head back into the pillows and told himself to breathe, tightened his thighs curiously and shuddered when Ilya’s cock flexed inside him in response to the crush. “Fuck. What are you saying? What does it mean?” 
 
“Sorry.” Ilya ground forward against Shane’s rim, and they both groaned out loud for it. “Sorry, I was saying–” he licked the scar on Shane’s shoulder, scraped his teeth over it and rubbed his forehead apologetically over the raised skin when Shane flinched away. “I was saying–” 
 
“No wait, never mind.” Shane shook his head, canting his hips and shifting further back onto Ilya’s cock. “Never mind. Just say it again. Say it all again.” 
 
“English?” Ilya checked and Shane denied, “No. Russian. Just keep looking at me like that, and talking to me like that, and don’t stop, okay? Don’t–” the first hard snap of Ilya’s hips made him choke, the words sticking in his throat, “Ah fuck!” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya kissed the back of his neck, along his shoulders, his hand settled steady at Shane’s hip as he withdrew a few inches, then plunged back in. “This is where you need me, da? Right here?” another withdraw, another push and he rumbled, “This is where I need to be, you take me so good sweetheart. Hold me so tight.” 
 
“Don’t stop. Ilya fuck, don’t– don’t—!.” Shane tried to reach him for another kiss, but settled for combing through Ilya’s hair, stroking at his face, holding at Ilya’s throat to keep the hazy, fucked out blue eyes right on him as Ilya kept pushing into him, deep and then deeper, hard and then harder as he picked up speed, the bed creaking underneath them. “Fuck, don’t–” 
 
“Don’t stop?” Ilya finished and Shane nodded frantically, “Don’t stop. Please please don’t stop, and don’t– don’t let go. Don’t let me go.” 
 
“I won’t let go.” Ilya left kisses everywhere he could reach, twisting out of Shane’s hold to get to his arm, his shoulder, down to pull at his nipples and dig a hickey into the meat of his chest, worrying a reddened bruise that quickly deepened under the flush building in Shane’s skin. “I will not let go, and you,” Ilya stretched up to kiss him on the lips, swallowing the way Shane cried out when the angle shifted everything inside. “You do not let go either, okay?” 
 
“N-no, you’re mine.” Shane grabbed for Ilya’s face again, his breath catching loud, hitching rough with every hard thrust. “You’re mine. Oh god–.” He pushed his thumb at the corner of Ilya’s lips and Ilya sucked it into his mouth, curling his tongue at Shane’s thumb and pulling at it like he was sucking Shane’s cock and “Oh fuck, please fuck me.” Shane fell back into the pillows as the wet pressure at his fingers and low in his core sent him spinning somewhere dizzy and blanked out, “Baby, please fuck me–!” 
 
“Here, like this.” Ilya folded Shane over in the bed without pulling out, coaxing Shane to almost face down in the pillows and following him over so he didn’t have to leave Shane empty for even a second. Shane moaned broken and needy as Ilya adjusted his legs, wrangling Shane’s knee up enough to pop his ass in the air a little bit for leverage. He reached back grabbing for Ilya’s hand to drag him in and forward and deeper into him once Ilya fit his leg between Shane’s spread knees for balance and could thrust again. 
 
“Fuck!” the adjusted position meant Ilya could hit Shane’s prostate with every stroke and as soon as Ilya saw Shane’s eyes roll back, when that tell tale shudder ran through Shane’s body and ended with his cock jerking and leaking where it lay neglected between Shane’s legs, he dug into Shane’s ass to hold him open and drove into him hard, staring down at his thick cock disappearing into Shane’s perfect body and swearing, cursing, forgetting his English entirely. 
 
Shane didn’t understand what Ilya was breathing into a hundred kisses at his back or what word Ilya blurted out sounding so wrecked when Shane started pushing back into every thrust trying to get him deeper, but it sure sounded good. Shane loved when Ilya was loud, when he lost his English because he was so overwhelmed, and Shane closed his eyes and let himself be loudly overwhelmed right back, calling for Ilya to fuck him harder, to not let go, answering whatever Ilya crooned that sounded complimentary and worshipful and adoring with no doubt incomprehensible babbles about how Ilya was so good, how it was perfect, how Shane had missed him, missed him, missed him. 
 
“Almost.” That word came through in English, garbled into the curve of Shane’s neck as Ilya mouthed and bit kisses up the length of his throat. He dug bruises at Shane’s ass holding him open, gripping tight and grinding in harsh against his rim and Shane was so hot, too hot, his skin blazing against Ilya’s face and his core slick, the angle of each hard thrust harshly overstimulating, riding the barest edge of too much for both of them.
 
“Almost.” was the only thing Ilya managed in English, the only warning he could give before it was too late. Somehow Shane heard him, understood him, found the energy and strength in his trembling limbs to reach his hand back and hold himself open, to offer more so Ilya could get deeper. He licked his slack lips and fluttered his lashes open over blurry eyes and slurred, “C’mon baby, in me, fuck–fuckin’ cum in me…” 
 
“God, Shane–!” Ilya got one, two more thrusts before he was cumming, shoved in, pressed in hard at Shane’s hole and humping forward trying to get impossibly deeper, holding tight enough to hurt at Shane’s waist and at his hips with his head dropped back and mouth fallen open in loudly groaning relief. “Shane.” 
 
He thrust into Shane a few more times, slow and cum-drunk and barely coherent before he could get a full breath in and climb out of the fog enough to remember they weren’t done yet. 
 
“Moya lyubov’.” he kissed a line up Shane’s spine. “Come here, I will take care of you.” 
 
Shane was rutting uselessly at bed, not enough to move too far off Ilya and no where near enough to provide any sort of friction for his leaking cock. He was whining, rubbing his forehead at the pillows and reaching back for Ilya but trying not to cut into Ilya’s spacy feel good moment until Ilya kissed him, kissed him, then eased them back over to spooning so he could stay buried inside Shane and reach around to stroke his cock at the same time. 
 
“Oh fuck.” Shane shuddered in whole body anticipation when Ilya’s calloused hand closed around his cock. “Oh fuck. Yeah. Yeah yeah yeah, please. Please Ilya, please–!” 
 
“Bolshe, sweetheart.” Ilya fucked him slowly, not so much thrusting as he was grinding against him, keeping Shane full as he spread warm precome up and down Shane’s shaft and stroked him faster. “Give me more, one more, you can do it. Bolshe bolshe, more more more, come on…” 
 
Shane screwed his eyes shut and focused on Ilya, the bulk of his body solid and hot at his back, the weight of Ilya’s cock in his stretched core, the strength in Ilya’s hand pulling over him and cradling his balls, the sound of Ilya’s voice in his ear talking a mix of Russian and English coaxing him closer and closer to finishing. His whole world dialed down to them, to the cabin and the bedroom and the texture of the blanket under their bodies, the puff of Ilya’s breath at his ear and in his hair, the glow of the lamp and the fall of of shadows, and Ilya told him, “More, dorogoy.” begged him, “Give me more, one more, yes yes yes.” and finally ordered him, “Cum for me now, Shane.” to bring him over the edge. 
 
“Perfect.” Shane’s second orgasm was slower, deeper maybe, pulled from his core and breaking from his body with nothing more than a shuddering gasp and a drawn out moan of relief as Ilya held him through it until Shane’s frame went lax and he had one more satisfied sigh before he went quiet. 
 
“Good job.” Ilya rubbed at his chest, down his stomach and along his legs, soothing the minute shivers that settled in almost immediately. “Ty takoy krasivyy, you are so beautiful and that was very very good, come here.” 
 
He lifted Shane’s chin for a real kiss, notching it deeper with a slide of his tongue for a long minute, then pulling away, “I will be right back. Not even one minute, okay?” 
 
“Mmmmno…” Shane shook his head, lazy and negative. “Stay with me.” 
 
“I will.” he promised. “I am. But first–” 
 
“No.” Shane smiled loopy up at him. “Stay in me.” 
 
“Takoy nezhnyy, you are too sweet for me.” Ilya kissed him again, then gripped the bottom of the condom and pulled him as gently as he could, echoing Shane’s upset little noise with one of his own. “I will be right back. Stay here.” 
 
Ilya was right back with another warm washcloth, and he cleaned Shane up gently, tenderly, stunned and humbled by the way Shane stretched out so luxuriously, arching into the swipe of the washcloth and humming, maybe practically purring in satisfaction as Ilya wiped at his stomach and over his cock and down between his splayed legs. 
 
“Sip.” Ilya had a water bottle next, ripping the cap off and holding it to Shane’s lips. Shane started to take the bottle for himself but shrugged and decided against it, shrugged and opened his mouth and smiled a little when Ilya’s voice shook when he repeated, “Sip.” and followed it up with, “Slow.” when he poured a few mouthfuls of the cool drink into Shane’s mouth and watched him swallow. 
 
“This side, come here.” Ilya pulled the comforter back on the other side of the bed and half pushed, half lifted Shane onto the cool, clean sheets. He whisked the lube and cum streaked blue blanket away and stuffed it into the laundry basket along with the washcloths, then climbed under the covers and didn’t waste another second pulling Shane right into his arms, catching him into a long kiss. 
 
Then he asked, “What else?” with his heart pounding and a hopeful smile. “What else do you need, Shanychka, what else?” 
 
Ilya knew what he wanted to offer, he was almost positive he knew what Shane wanted, but he wanted Shane to say it. He needed Shane to ask, to demand, to reassure Ilya that some things hadn’t changed, that some things– important things– had been what Shane had wanted and needed before Vegas, before Christmas, before the break up and again right now. 
 
“Tell me.” he kissed Shane lightly, nuzzling at his cheek. “Anything. Ya s toboy- I am here, we have time, what do you need?” 
 
“This.” Shane sighed into another kiss, eyes closed and a tiny smile on his lips when Ilya first brushed over, then set his mouth to his freckles. He tapped at Ilya’s necklace, the chain, then the cross. “Can I have this?” 
 
“Da, konechno. Here.” Ilya curled Shane’s fingers around the delicate chain and decade old cross, then held his breath hoping, “What else?” 
 
“Will you–” Shane swallowed. Ran his fingers over his own mouth, and tapped at his bottom lip. “I miss you like this. Will you–” 
 
“Fuck. Yes.” Ilya kissed his forehead, his nose, his parted lips and nodded nodded nodded, almost shaking with relief. “Yes. Open.” he set his thumb to the corner of Shane’s mouth, then dropped his voice and ordered, “Open here for me, Shane.” 
 
“Yes…” 
 
Shane opened beautifully for him, sucking Ilya’s thumb in with a quiet moan and turning into Ilya’s palm and other fingers spread at the side of his face. “Fuck, Shane.” Ilya choked out and had to kiss him again, pushing his tongue past his thumb to get to Shane’s mouth, whispering praise and compliments and gratitude into each awkwardly angled kiss and every time Shane hummed content at him. 
 
Eventually the kisses slowed, Shane drifting off too spacey to purse his lips in return and Ilya soothed him, “Is okay, you are perfect.” as he stroked lightly as Shane’s cheek, kissing his forehead and folding him in close so Shane was tucked into his chest, his fingers twisted into Ilya’s necklace and his head down, eyes closed and lips sealed around Ilya’s thumb. 
 
“Okay okay.” Ilya pulled the covers up higher, cocooning them in the freshly scented blankets, making sure the residual tremor in Shane’s body was him coming down from being overwhelmed and not shivers of cold, adjusting the pillows so he could be comfortable as long as Shane wanted to be quiet. 
 
“I’ve got you.” he whispered. “Got you, is okay to be quiet. I am here and we have time. We have time…” 
 
****
 
(stop and hydrate, ya thirsty bitches) 
 
****
 
Sunday Morning
 
Shane had never woken up next to…anybody. Or at least he hadn’t woken up next to anybody since since he’d been old enough to stop seeking out his Mom and Dad’s bed whenever he was sick or had a bad dream. 
 
His few attempts at dating in highschool had never even escalated towards sex, and spending the night together with a girlfriend at that point would have included sneaking out of his house, lying to his parents, risking being late for school or practice or a game and Shane didn’t do that sort of thing. 
 
Any pre-Vegas meet up with Ilya had never lasted more than a few hours at most, usually only lasted an hour on average. They were too keen get naked and get off to waste any time actually sleeping. They hadn’t even ever napped together, much less spent a whole night in the same bed and woke up still cuddling in the morning. 
 
The few people Shane had tried to hook up with after Vegas had been short lived affairs, he couldn’t remember their names and couldn’t confidently confirm that he’d known their names before trading blow jobs or hand jobs, so no, he hadn’t slept next to, woken up next to, spent the night with them either. 
 
When Shane woke up at some point past sunrise early Sunday morning, waking up to the feel of a hard, heated body pressed against his back, a heavy arm wrapped around his waist, and a quiet, sleepy hum breathed into the back of his neck before a pair of soft lips brushed a kiss to his throat— well, every thing about that was an entirely new experience, and it only took Shane a split second to realize he loved it and needed it and wanted to repeat it as soon as possible, maybe every single morning. 
 
“Dobroye utro, lyubov’ moya.” Ilya cuddled closer, the slight scruff on his chin scratching tickling pleasant on Shane’s shoulder. “Good morning.” 
 
“Hi.” Shane tucked his hand under the covers to feel for Ilya’s thigh, digging his fingers into the heavy muscle and then slipping his hand backwards to pull at Ilya’s butt, dragging him another inch and pushing his hips back to meet him. “Good morning.” 
 
“Mmmm, this is nice.” Ilya notched his half hard morning wood into the cleft of Shane’s ass, and sighed, rocking against him lightly and tangling their feet together. “I like you.” 
 
“It’s probably time to admit,” Shane closed his eyes, exhaling shakily when Ilya’s big hand spread across his stomach, tucking him a little firmer back against his cock. “That yeah, I like you more than I originally planned.” 
 
“So glad you decided to admit that, yes.” Ilya’s sleepy laugh vibrated through both their bodies as they each inched and scooted and rubbed and notched and fit together tighter beneath the blankets. “You slept okay?” 
 
“So good.” Shane had slept so good. Maybe better than he had in a very long time. Realistically, it was the sex. A couple rounds after months of celibacy was sure to wipe him out. The mental and emotional work and relief of having important conversations without being afraid of the outcomes had most likely worn him out too. They’d been up late, been active late, Shane only barely remembered Ilya helping bring up him from being so fucked out, spaced out, floaty quiet and herding him to the bathroom to brush teeth and wash up for bed before they were right back under the covers and wrapped up in each other’s arms.
 
Shane had passed out, crashed out, dropped off to a deep, dreamless sleep with Ilya holding him close and the moonlight coming through the window and yeah, he’d slept so fucking good. 
 
“Me too.” Ilya kissed the spot behind Shane’s ear, then the hinge of his jaw. “Is much more fun to wake up with you in bed with me than to wake up to Masha and Nadyushka doing Sunday morning Shania Twain karaoke sing along.” 
 
“A Shania Twain karaoke sing along, huh?” Shane’s mouth was dry, but the water bottle was all the way over on the side table and moving would have meant disrupting Ilya’s full body, fully intense hug, so he just wet his lips and dealt with it. “I dunno, that could be fun. I like Shania Twain.” 
 
“Okay so next week you will spend the night at home with us, then you can decide how fun it is to wake up to twin girls caterwauling.” Ilya nipped a bite at Shane’s ear when Shane started laughing, “And then you can write hate letter to Sveta the same way I write hate letters to Sveta because the karaoke machine was her idea.” 
 
“Oh my god.”
 
“The girls are much less cute screaming about feeling like a woman at six a.m.” Ilya informed him, and Shane only laughed harder, “No, I’m sure it’s great. Besides, if you really hated it, you’d take the karaoke machine away, right?” 
 
“Mmm, maybe.” Ilya slid his hand up Shane’s chest to rest over his heart, holding him tight. “But. I have never had you in my bed to make me want to sleep in on Sunday mornings, either. That would change karaoke tolerance.” 
 
“Karaoke tolerance. Wow.” Shane settled back into Ilya’s arms with a smile, closing his eyes again and rubbing his foot at Ilya’s leg. He wanted to stay right there, basking in the afterglow of the night and smiling over the ache low in his core, ignoring how badly he needed a drink and trying not to think about how badly he needed to use the bathroom…
 
…shit. 
 
“Shit.” Shane pried his eyes open with a groan. “I gotta use the bathroom.” 
 
“Me too.” Ilya agreed reluctantly and Shane groaned again as they peeled apart, their skin sweaty where they’d rubbed against each other, muscles stiff after the evenings activities and then sleeping wrapped up tight together. 
 
“I um–” he scooted to the edge of the bed and rubbed at his eyes. “I’m gonna take a shower, too.” 
 
“Ah. Okay.” Ilya had to swallow past an initial burst of disappointment. He’d been hoping to fall right back into bed with Shane and waste the morning away under the blankets, but he knew Shane was an up-and-showered sort of person, not a lounge in jammies until lunch sort of person.
 
Ilya also knew a shower didn’t mean the date was over, not this time. Every other time they’d hooked up or met up, a shower meant their time was done. Scrub up, wipe the evidence away, get into clean clothes, they’d been done and moving on, moving apart with the rest of their day or the rest of the week but not this time. 
 
This time they still had most of the rest of the day together. Breakfast and lunch and plenty of time to hold each other and talk. Shane opting to get out of bed and take a shower first thing wasn’t some sort of precursor to Ilya being politely told to leave, but—
 
“Hey.” Shane saw the myriad of emotions flicker across Ilya’s face– uncertainty, disappointment, recognition, resignation– and reached back across the bed to bump his knuckles at Ilya’s cheek. “That was an invitation.” 
 
“Invitation.” Ilya repeated blankly, then, “An invitation? To the shower?” 
 
“Gimme a few minutes to get cleaned up.” Shane took a couple large gulps from the water bottle and tossed the rest towards Ilya. “Then yes. That was an invitation. And you should take me up on it.” 
 
Ilya’s smile split his face goofy as he nodded. “Okay. I will take you up on it.” 
 
“In a few minutes.” Shane reminded him, and Ilya nodded again, “Da, Shanychka. In a few minutes.” 
 
Shane disappeared into the master bathroom, and Ilya heaved himself out of bed and went to clean up in the hall bathroom, making quick work of morning necessities so he could duck out to the kitchen and living room and do a sweep for dishes. He scraped all the food off and put the dishes in the sink for later, filling it halfway with scalding hot soapy water to help loosen the dried on crumbs. He cracked one of the living room windows a little bit and flipped the fan on to clear the scent of cooked Okonomiyaki from the air, straightened the blankets and pillows on the couch and put the bottle of vodka back in the fridge, the empty beer bottles and crumpled napkins into the trash. 
 
Satisfied that Shane wouldn’t come out of a hopefully long shower into a mess that would promptly stress him out, Ilya hurried back to the bedroom and kicked out of his underwear so he could knock on the bathroom door and check, “Time to join you?” 
 
“Yeah, come on in.” The steam from the shower billowed out into the bedroom and Ilya left the door open a few inches so they wouldn’t overheat in the fog. It smelled like Shane’s shampoo, something light and fresh that Ilya had caught a whiff of so many times in Shane’s hair, and it smelled like toothpaste, minty and fresh and Ilya opted to take a minute longer and stopped at the bathroom sink to brush his teeth before finally opening the glass shower door and stepping in. 
 
“Hi.” 
 
“Hi.” Shane kissed him immediately, slicking his hair back from his face and shaking some soap suds from his hands so he could grab for Ilya, pulling him into his arms and under the water all in the same motion. “Good morning again.” 
 
“Mmmmgoodmorningagain.” Ilya tried to say past the push of Shane’s tongue into his mouth, running his hands greedily up and down the slick soap skin and jumping a little when both Shane’s palms landed at his ass with a little slap before Shane dug his fingers in and pulled Ilya forward even more. “Sh-Shane. What–?” 
 
“Sorry.” Shane turned them in the shower so Ilya was fully under the water, smiling a little sheepishly at being so eager, even though there was nothing sheepish about how his dark eyes raked over Ilya’s body from his flattened curls to to his cock and every where in between, tracking the water droplets running in rivulets down Ilya’s chest, to his waist and down his legs. “You took a long time to get in here.” 
 
“Was maybe five minutes.” Ilya informed him blandly, as if it didn’t make his stomach flip flop butterflies to have Shane practically panting after him. “You are being greedy again.” 
 
“Yeah. Maybe.” Shane dragged his eyes up from leering to hand Ilya a bottle of body wash and a loofah. “Fucking sue me.” 
 
“Would rather kiss you.” Ilya leaned in and kissed him, spanning his hand at Shane’s throat and groaning under his breath when Shane immediately sagged into it, holding at Ilya’s waist and sinking into the kiss and letting himself lay heavy into Ilya’s hand at his neck. “Ty krasivyy,  Shanychka.” he smiled and left another kiss on his lips before pulling back to get clean. “I like you like this.” 
 
“I like you like this too.” Shane leaned against the shower wall, his head resting on the tiles and a smile on his lips as Ilya opened the soap and poured it onto the loofah. The soap was extra sudsy, not something Shane usually enjoyed on his own skin but something he very much enjoyed seeing foaming up on the loofah and spilling over onto Ilya’s hands, then piling onto Ilya’s shoulders and sluicing down his chest as Ilya washed up. He managed to keep his hands to himself as Ilya washed his chest and arms and stomach, but when Ilya angled a little towards the shower door to wash his cock and the cum and sweat matted hair by his balls, Shane pushed off the wall and stepped up behind him. 
 
“Can I help?” he ran his hands through the soap clinging to Ilya’s broad shoulders and spread it down his back, massaging it in with his palms. He hooked his chin at Ilya’s shoulder and peeked over to watch him clean himself, smiling when Ilya’s cock visibly plumped in his hand as Shane’s wet body behind him and hands all over his back and creeping around to grope his chest and down his stomach started to affect him. 
 
“I don’t ah–” Ilya sucked in a loud breath when Shane’s hands slid over his hips and dipped lower, fingers scratching through the soapy, curly hair at the base of his cock. “I do not know if this counts as helping.” 
 
“No, I’ll help, promise.” It was so goddamn fun to be so open, so free, to give in to every single one of his whims and know they finally had enough time together to indulge. Shane flattened his hands to Ilya’s stomach and pulled him out of the water a little bit, leaning against the tile wall again and bringing Ilya’s back right up into his chest, mouthing kisses along Ilya’s shoulder as he held his hands out and said, “Soap?” and then, “Thank you.” with a sucking, soft kiss to Ilya’s neck when Ilya obediently poured some more soap into his cupped palms. “Now relax. Let me help.” 
 
Ilya relaxed, dropping his head back onto Shane’s shoulder and closing his eyes, hands clenching at his sides when Shane’s soapy fingers circled round his cock and started pulling slowly over him. 
 
“Good?” Shane checked in after a minute where the only sound was the shower splashing and Ilya’s breathing picking up notch after notch as he hardened fully in Shane’s grip. “Feel okay?” 
 
“Fuck Hollander.” Ilya reached to hold Shane’s free hand, bringing it up to press at his chest and right over his heart, twining their fingers and holding it tight as he looped his other arm around Shane’s neck, tugging unconsciously at the ends of Shane’s hair as he stared down his body to Shane’s big hand engulfing him.
 
“Just wanna make sure you’re all the way clean.” Shane mumbled as he nuzzled at Ilya’s throat, licking and biting little kisses on the wet skin. 
 
“Clean. Yes. Fuck.” At some later point when Ilya’s brain could do more than think soap and hands and more more more, he’d make fun of Shane for using the flimsiest excuse possible to jerk him off, but then again– 
 
“Shane.” he jerked in Shane’s grasp, hips stuttering up trying to fuck faster into Shane’s palm. "F-fuck--1"
 
–then again, no one in their right mind would make fun of the person who was willing to touch him like this, all soapy and slick and panting into his ear, telling him how hot he was, how good he looked, how much he loved Ilya’s cock, how good the night had been and how– how it all–
 
“Ah ah ah–!” Ilya’s voice cracked loud when Shane’s other hand dropped to cradle his balls, rolling them in his palm and tugging gently, just barely enough to make Ilya’s eyes roll back. “Fuck— fuck!” 
 
“Look at you.” Shane sucked Ilya’s earlobe into his mouth and groaned against him. “You gonna cum for me, Rozanov?” 
 
“Mmmmmm zastav’ menya!” Ilya gasped, chest heaving and legs twitching and cock leaking into Shane’s fingers as he stroked him faster and fater. “F-fucking make me, Hollander. Fucking make me.” 
 
Shane made him. Ilya cursed and cursed and cursed as Shane wrung an orgasm out of him, his whole body jerking as he came splattering the shower door and the tile floors with his release. Shane held him all the way through, wrapping a strong arm at Ilya’s chest to hold him upright when Ilya’s knees buckled, and laughing thrilled and awestruck into a flurry of kisses everywhere he could reach at Ilya’s neck and shoulder and cheek as he told him, “Fuck, that was so hot. Ilya that was so fucking hot, holy shit.” 
 
Once the world stopped tilting, once Ilya could see without feeling like his vision wasn’t crossed and blurry, once his ears weren’t ringing both from the sound of his own noise echoing in the shower and from Shane still talking him through coming down, Ilya turned around enough to crush a kiss to Shane’s mouth, then dropped right to his knees and swallowed Shane’s cock down to the root. 
 
“Ilya–!” Shane yelped in shock, but a minute later he had both hands in Ilya’s hair and was fucking his mouth fast, spurred on by Ilya’s grip at his thighs dragging him forward forward forward and Ilya’s obscene sounding moans every time Shane’s cock hit the back of his throat. 
 
“Ilya, fuck.” Shane thunked his head back on the shower wall tiles and pushed himself across Ilya’s tongue, bumped the thick head at the inside of Ilya’s cheek and cried out when Ilya hollowed his cheeks and suctioned around him until it was too much and too fast and Shane was barely able to give any warning before he dragged Ilya’s head in tighter to his crotch and came with a hoarse shout all the way down his throat. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane’s knees did buckle, and Ilya caught him before he slid and thudded onto the shower floor. “Holy fuck. That was– shit. I um– I can’t–” 
 
“Right here.” Ilya was only loosely coherent and he moved slow and sluggish scooching back to sit with his back to the far wall, tugging Shane between his spread knees as he went. “Come on. C-come on. We will not run out of hot water?” 
 
“Not for a long time.” Shane gulped as he settled in with his back to Ilya’s chest, his legs splayed out useless in front of them. “No, the water heater is– is huge for this small of a cabin. We got time.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya looped his arms at Shane’s chest and hugged him in close as he could with every one of his limbs still shaky. “Okay. Stay.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane closed his eyes as the water poured hot and the steam billowed up around him. “I’m staying.” 
 
****
 
They spent the afternoon on the couch, the TV on but the sound turned down low because neither Shane nor Ilya had any interest in watching. 
 
Kitchen clean up had been quick. Easy. Shane’s borderline obsessive cleaning tendencies wholly matched the food safety kitchen cleaning standards Ilya adhered to every day at the bakery and every day in his own house, so they moved around each other comfortably, Shane not having to double check and stress about having to re-clean anything Ilya did, and Ilya not having to stop and ask what Shane preferred before scrubbing the counters down and sanitizing the surfaces. 
 
He stepped outside for a cigarette while Shane started a load of laundry and then they met back on the living room couch for the rest of the afternoon, happy to lay wrapped up together with Shane laying between Ilya’s legs and snuggled into his chest, and Ilya rubbing at Shane’s back and combing through his hair. Shane kept rubbing his cheek over Ilya’s heart and pushing his t-shirt up to get to skin, kneading his fingers into Ilya’s side in an unconscious, self soothing motion, and Ilya kept dotting kisses to the top of Shane’s head, stroking his cheek and tracing at his lips. 
 
They were both spacey and lazy and satisfied, Shane was heavy and solid on top of Ilya and Ilya loved it, loved being pinned down and blanketed by Shane’s body weight pushing him into the couch. He was warm. Cozy. Grounded and held and tangled up touching at every possible point…
 
…Ilya didn’t mean to fall asleep. He didn’t want to fall asleep. He didn’t want to close his eyes and miss even a single second of the first sleepover with Shane, but he did anyway.
 
The cabin wasn’t the East End house where there were a hundred things Ilya could be doing at any given minutes, so fully relaxing and napping during the day was all but impossible. He didn’t have to think about what time to pick up the girls or worry if they were safe and comfortable at someone else’s house. It wasn’t the apartment above the bakery where each of their meet ups had come with a time limit because it was Ilya’s work and Shane couldn’t realistically stay all day. 
 
Not having to mentally keep tabs on the time or unconsciously be thinking about the laundry, about what to make for dinner, about whatever supplies the girls needed for a school project, Ilya’s mind being empty of everything except how good Shane felt laying heavy against him was a novel experience, and in between one breath and the next when Shane would their legs together and settled in with a happy sigh, Ilya drifted right off to sleep. 
 
And.
 
“Hey, it’s okay.” Shane grabbed for Ilya’s phone when it chimed with an alarm, checking to make sure it wasn’t anything important before jamming it to silent and immediately turning back to Ilya, kissing the startled frown off his lips and snuggling back in, petting at Ilya’s side so he’d relax under him again. “It’s okay. It’s not the girls. The alarm said something about feeding sourdough?” 
 
“Oh.” Ilya sagged back into the cushions, rubbing his eyes tiredly. “Yes. Is my sourdough starter. I feed it every day but Alicia will do it today. Sorry, I forgot to–” 
 
“No, it’s fine.” Shane kissed him again, again, not letting up until Ilya sighed and kissed him back for a long minute. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
“I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” Ilya shook his head, but Shane hushed him with another, “It’s okay. I slept a little bit too. It’s nice to nap together, right?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya finally smiled at him. “Is nice to nap together. We should do more of this.” 
 
“We definitely should.” Shane snuggled back into him, going back to kneading at Ilya’s side and closing his eyes with a quiet sigh. “Go back to sleep.” 
 
“I am awake now.” Ilya kissed the top of his head, sifting his fingers through Shane’s silky hair. “What time is it?” 
 
“Almost two-thirty.” Shane told him. “Are you hungry?” 
 
“No, I am okay.” Ilya spread his legs wider, palming over Shane’s ass and rolling his hips up against him, lazily chasing the low thrum of arousal gathering in his core. “Are you?” 
 
“I’m so good right here.” Shane lifted up on his elbow to kiss him properly, bumping their noses together and angling his head to nip a line of kisses down Ilya’s jaw, then pushed his face into the crook of Ilya’s neck and lay down heavy on him again. 
 
“Hm.” Ilya kissed him, kissed him, wrapped his arms around Shane and brought his knees up to hug him in close. “Shane.” 
 
“Who’s the koala bear now?” Shane mumbled into his neck and Ilya grinned as he scooped him even tighter, “I am holding you, yes. But if I stood up right now, you would still be clinging to me like I am a tree branch.” 
 
“Uh huh.” Shane plastered himself closer to Ilya’s chest. “Stand up and prove it then.” 
 
Ilya paused, contemplating his options, whether or not he could realistically stand with two hundred pounds of Shane Hollander clinging to him, and whether or not disrupting their intense cuddling session was worth winning the faux argument. 
 
He sniffed, then decided, “No. I’m too comfortable.” Shane snorted a laugh and Ilya flexed his hand crack and smacked him right on the ass, raising his voice over Shane’s shocked gasp, “But koala is still you. Always you.” 
 
Shane huffed about it, but didn’t argue, only curled in tighter, wiggled his way lower so Ilya’s knees were tight around his hips and he was effectively, willingly, held almost immobile in Ilya’s arms. 
 
“See?” Ilya could have melted right through the fucking floor when Shane cuddled in with a happy noise, and he knew his snarky smugness came out as sappy adoration when he informed him, “Told you. Moy koala medvezhonok. AKAB. Assigned Koala at Birth.” 
 
“Fuck off.” Shane didn’t turn away from a brush of fingers at his cheek or over his mouth, pursing his lips to kiss Ilya’s fingertips. “Hey, do you know this is the most time we’ve ever spent together? In fifteen years?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya knew. He wet his lips and asked carefully, “Was worth the wait?” 
 
“Holy shit.” Shane had to swallow around the lump of emotion in his throat before he could nod and answer, “So worth the wait. Yeah. Every fucking second.” 
 
“Was worth the wait for me too.” Ilya whispered back. “Every fucking second.” 
 
****
 
When it was time for Ilya to leave, when he’d pushed it to the absolute last minute and Alicia was texting him sweetly but pointedly reminding him that he wasn’t the only one who had date night plans and was hoping to get laid that weekend–
 
–after Shane laughed until he gave himself the hiccups at Ilya’s horrified expression after reading the text from Alicia–
 
– When Ilya had his bag repacked and his coat on and Shane had walked him to the door, Shane reached out and snagged his coat sleeve to ask, “So Mr. Rozanov. When can I see you again?” 
 
It was a total reversal from their usual good-byes, the exact opposite of all the times Ilya had asked to see Shane and Shane had shrugged or told him maybe or gave him an answer that involved practice or a game or some sort of public, non private, non intimate event. Shane made sure to ask and when Ilya realized the point of it, when the switch up and switch around made him break into a wide grin, Shane had to grin about it too. 
 
“Coach Hollander.” Ilya laughed in quiet, appreciative, adoration. “You can see me whenever the hell you want.” 
 
“So really really soon then.” Shane decided and Ilya leaned into a kiss, “Da, Shanychka. Really really soon.” 
 
Shane stayed in the doorway until Ilya’s car disappeared around the bend in the driveway, but when he went back inside, he wasn’t surprised to pick up his phone and already see a text waiting from Lily. 
 
He frowned though, when the text came through all in Russian, a couple different sentences without any emojis to even help him catch the vibe of the message. 
 
From Jane: You texted me all in Russian, what does it mean? Should I look it up?
 
From Lily: If you want. Or you can trust after such a nice night, I am only saying nice things.
 
From Jane: Honestly idk if I trust you to be nice. Most of the time there’s an equally good chance you’re making fun of me, even after a date night. 
 
From Lily: Yes. Fair. There is good chance I am making fun of you. 50/50 if I am naughty or nice when talking Russian. You should look it up to be safe. 
 
Shane rolled his eyes and copy pasted the text message to run it through a Russian translator app. 
 
And oh. 
 
From Lily: You are beautiful, Shanycha. Thank you for the night. I cannot wait to see you again and I definitely can’t wait to tell the girls about us so you can come home and spend family time anytime you want. Anytime you are ready. Is like a fairy tale to finally have you as mine. 
 
From Jane: What the fuck, Ilya. You weren’t making fun of me at all!
 
From Lily: I told you I’d 50/50 chance of me being naughty or nice. You got lucky this time. 
 
From Jane: Hell yeah I got lucky. :)
 
From Jane: Like three times :) :) 
 
From Lily: Dork behavior. 
 
From Jane: I hate you.
 
From Lily: No, you don’t. 
 
From Jane: No, I don’t. 
 
From Jane: In fact just so we’re both on the same page after last night, I want you to know I think you’re really beautiful too. And I can’t wait to see you again either. And I’m excited to tell the girls and excited to finally be real with you. 
 
From Jane: After fifteen years. It’s about damn time.
 
From Lily: Чмок-чмок.
 
From Jane: Talk soon. 
 
“And I love you.” Shane said out loud to himself and the empty cabin. He bit at his thumbnail and stared down at the screen, at the three little dots on Lily's side that meant Ilya had the message open on his phone as he drove and would immediately see whatever he texted next.
 
“Fuck, come on.” Shane tried to make his fingers type the words, tried to force himself to send the message. “Fuck. Just say it. Just tell him. You know it’s okay, you know it is. Just send it. Come on, come on, come on.” 
 
I love you so fucking much.
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
Title is from "what if" by Kane Brown. One of my favorite songs ever and the lyrics are so appropriate for Hollanov in general, but specifically Deja Vu Hollanov.
 
I love every line in this chapter but I’ll try to keep these notes somewhat concise. Hit me up on Threads @karanctsfics for loud screeching about any and every specific little thing.
 
I almost deleted the whole first part for the sake of word count, but jfc I really love going through the morning in Shane's head. We've lived in his head for all the angst and upset and uncertainty, so walking with him as he gets ready for Ilya, more excited and more impatient for it all felt like... a reward. Plus we've seen how much work Ilya puts into every single moment with Shane, seeing Shane do the same for him is so special.
 
"You will murder me?" Oh Ilya, you are about to experience the sweetest little death ever. Three times. Holla. I love him being A Whole Boyfriend. He brings flowers, he has a neatly packed overnight bag, he compliments Mr. Real Estate on the nice place, is appropriately huffy about some other interested party even being in the same space as Shane. He's having the time of his life finally getting to be A Boyfriend with the boy he's loved forever.
 
Absolutely, utterly, entirely obsessed with Desperate Shane. Ilya has done a solid 90% of the chasing so far, Shane was 'chasing' him in Ch9-10 but it is so overshadowed by Shane mentally falling apart that it wasn't fun. This chapter (and previous few chapters) is FUN. He knows what he wants and he's going for it. Ilya is so overwhelmed in all the best ways.
 
"Tell me to get on my knees, tell me it's okay to need you this much." They are finally equals physically, mentally, emotionally and Shane still wants to be on his knees, still wants to be submissive, so he asks permission. "Let me need you." He spent so much time pre-Vegas and pre-Christmas avoiding being honest with himself about what he really wants and needs and trying to lock himself into the wrong sort of boundaries, and now he's free to do EVERYTHING and the everything he wants, is for Ilya to step in and get him down quiet. It's quite simply stunning. I have really ultra big fancy feelings about this moment specifically.
 
Cuddling in the kitchen, yay. Shane num-num-numming and rubbing his face into Ilya's crotch, Ilya trying to help him stand then finally joining him on the floor and scooping him in tight. I love those quiet, still, intimate moments where the whole world dials down to just them holding each other.
 
Okonomiyaki-- I specifically chose this dish because it matched blini. Pancakes is Shane's safe food, blini has a beautiful, nostalgic family connection for Ilya while also being a safe food for Shane, so Shane chooses a meal in the same vein to share with Ilya. The mirror of Ilya cooking blini while Shane shares it with the girls, and Shane agreeing to cook Okonomiyaki while Ilya shares it with the girls is just *chefs kiss*.
 
I love how much Shane loves Ilya's accent. Back in ch5 Ilya mentions feeling like he sounds stupid because he never managed to erase his accent or fully pick up English the way the girls did and Shane tells him there how much he likes his accent, and then we see it again here. Shane tells him "you could read me a grocery list" and then when they are in bed snuggling between rounds and they are talking about cauliflower, the words Ilya says all soft and sexy to Shane is... a grocery list of vegetables. And it totally works. Because Ilya Rozanov could say anything in that accent and Shane would fold like the world's prettiest origami.
 
The visual of them on the couch getting closer and closer together until they are practically in each other's laps. I just really loved that visual. They orbit each other until they crash into each other and it's stunning. Ilya saying how he would have told his Mama about Shane and how Irina would have loved him-- my heart.
 
The photos Shane found. I thought it was really important that Shane acknowledge and respect Ilya's process of coping with the fear of forgetting. He didn't only pick a few photos, he grabbed all of them. He didn't put them into a book because he wanted Ilya to make sure Ilya could set it up the way he wanted. But his insistence that he won't let Ilya forget him or them? Skewered myself right through the heart, holy fuck.
 
"Was always you/ will always be you." there's so many ways these boys say 'I love you'.
 
Ilya making Shane a "deal" about their sex-capades. Like oh no, the hottest russian guy in the world wants to worship you with his mouth before fucking you stupid? Sorry life is so tough for you Shane. Just be a cuddly koala about it okay??
 
Love love the afternoon scene of them on the couch. There's always so much emphasis on how Ilya quiets the noise in Shane's head, but the reminder that Shane quiets ILYA's head too is very important. Ilya doesn't have to be a dad or businessman or baker or coparent/ex husband, he just gets to be Ilya and specially SHANE's Ilya and I am obsessed with it.
 
Those three little (big!) words! The end of monkhood is sure as hell notable, but there's still so many more important milestones to meet in their relationship and we are going to treasure each individual beautiful moment as it comes!
 
Coming up! Shane finally wears the Captain's Jersey and Ilya is super normal about it, the flu bug comes to Montbonne, and an important conversation with the twins.







      

  












      Chapter 21: Lovesick (it's not rotten work, if it's you)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: Shane wears The Jersey and Ilya is very normal about it (holla)

Content Warning: Stepping up Almost Step Dad Shane is a uterus slayer. 

Content Warning: They are so in love with each other it’s gross.

Content Warning: This one is like...25k? Nobody laugh I'm legitimately concerned my new average chapter is going to be 25k, send help.








  
From Coach Hollander: Hi parents and Mighty Loons. Regular season is over, but one of the teams who canceled a game due to weather earlier this winter wants to do a scrimmage so their girls don’t miss out on ice time.
 
From Coach Hollander: I thought since it’s Spring Break and the girls don’t have school, we could have an early afternoon scrimmage tomorrow . 
 
From Coach Hollander: As always, games and especially scrimmages are meant to be fun and low pressure. I'm excited for the Loons to meet new players and make new friends.
 
From Coach Hollander: Please report to the rink at 2:30 for game time. If any of the girls need picked up or dropped off due to parental work schedules, please let me know, I’m happy to carpool.
 
*****
 
From Lily: So polite in team group chat. The good folks of Montbonne would be scandalized to know you are bratty and slutty.
 
From Jane: I’m sorry, do you think this counts as flirting with me? 
 
From Lily: No. I am bullying you. 
 
From Lily: If I was flirting, I would tell you how beautiful you are on the ice laughing and skating around with my girls 
 
From Lily: And then I would tell you how much it makes me want to do secret in the dark under-the-covers no pants things to you.
 
From Jane: Sir, you’re making me uncomfortable. 
 
From Jane: You can’t just open a text chain and randomly start treating the Montbonne Community Ice Rink coaching staff this way. 
 
From Lily: Jane. Please. I think I know how the Montbonne Community Ice Rink coaching staff likes to be treated. 
 
Ilya was still smiling at his phone, expecting what would surely be either one of Shane’s huffy little snarky responses, or one of Shane’s always entertainingly horny responses as he followed Nadya and Mariya into the community rink a few minutes before two-thirty. He looked up long enough to scan the bleachers and ice to see if Shane was out of the office and chatting with parents or the visiting team, but when the Coach was no where to be found, Ilya pocketed his phone for the time being and pointed the girls towards the bleachers so he could tie up their skates. 
 
“How come we had to get dressed at home?” Mariya pouted as she jammed her foot into her skate and waited for Ilya to lace it up. “It was too hot in the car. And too hard to walk. And too much to–” 
 
“Masha.” Ilya interrupted firmly. “Do not whine to me. I had to chase you into the yard and drag you back to the house to wash the dirt off your face. You are lucky you are not in trouble for that.” 
 
“You didn’t have to chase me for very long.” She sulked at him. “I didn’t run super far.” 
 
“Still is not good.” He pointed out. “So yes, then we have to get dressed at home and not get to dress in locker room with the rest of your friends. That is punishment for being a wild animal.” 
 
“B-b-but why did I have to get dressed at home?” Nadya interjected, her bottom lip sticking out in a pout. “I d-didn’t run away from you in th-th-th yard.” 
 
“No, but you were so intense at hide and seek, I had to excavate like archeologist to uncover you in the closet under blankets and a mountain of stuffed animals.” Ilya countered flatly. “So you have to get dressed early too. That way you could not easily run away in parking lot.” 
 
“We wouldn’t run away in the parking lot!” Mariya argued back, and he cocked a challenging eyebrow at her, “No? So why then when I opened car door, you fell out because you were trying to get away and run to the playground?” 
 
Mariya’s little frown deepened towards a scowl and Ilya had to bend down and work at Nadya’s skates so he wouldn’t laugh over her thunderous expression. 
 
“S-Sorry Daddy.” Nadya said quietly. “Sorry we are f-feral.” 
 
“You are feral.” Ilya tied her laces in a quick bow, then patted her feet. “Feral, wild goblin children. But I love you anyway. So go play scrimmage game and then we will go get ice cream. Maybe we will invite Coach.” 
 
“Spasibo, Daddy!” Mariya’s scowl switched up to an ear splitting grin at the mention of her favorite dessert, and Nadya gasped, clapping her hands excitedly and dimpling up at her Daddy at the prospect of inviting their favorite person around for ice cream. 
 
“Go.” Ilya helped them stand and pushed them towards the ice and the other girls warming up before the scrimmage. “Good luck.” 
 
Ilya did another quick look around the arena, and then pivoted towards the office, frowning when he saw the light off, door closed. 
 
From Lily: Where are you? 
 
From Lily: Girls are on the ice, where is Coach? 
 
From Jane: Maybe you should have treated the coaching staff better. Maybe then you'd get to see me before the game. 
 
From Lily: Booooo. 
 
Ilya resigned himself to missing out on a pre-game smooch and made his way to the bleachers to join the other Mighty Loons parents, dropping onto the cold, hard seats with a sigh. It was only a day and a half into the week of Spring Break and the girls had already reverted to a mostly feral state. He’d had to bribe Mariya with chocolate just to get her to sit still long enough to brush her curly hair, and the ultimate hide and seek with Nadya was bordering on dangerous with her new found propensity for climbing counters and folding herself into cupboards. 
 
Ilya didn’t know if it was the weather finally taking a turn for the better that had the girls so stir crazy, or if it was the sudden freedom from their usual regimented school schedule that had them climbing the walls. Maybe it was Ilya’s patience already stretched to the limit and taxed to it’s breaking point because he was also climbing the walls stir crazy ready to revert to mostly feral wanting and needing to get back to Shane, back in Shane’s arms, back in Shane’s bed. 
 
From Lily: Seriously, where are you? I want to see you. 
 
From Jane: Whiner.
 
“Oh, Ilya.” Jessie’s mom turned around on the bleachers and tapped him on the knee. “Jessie was asking if the girls could come over after the game for pizza and a movie. I know you usually run a tight ship with bed time and routine during the school week, but since it’s Spring Break maybe they could have a late night at the house tonight?” 
 
“Oh. Uh–” Ilya hesitated. Not because Jessie wasn’t a good kid and her mom wasn’t a great lady, but because he’d already started to think about and plan for post scrimmage ice cream Shane and he couldn't be positive the girls would be willing to give up ice cream with Coach for pizza and a movie with Jessie. “Well–” 
 
“Wow, look at Coach!” 
 
“Where did he get that jersey?” 
 
“It looks great on him, are all the girls going to get new jerseys? That would be so cool!” 
 
Shane took the ice from the other side of the rink, scooting through the door on the far side of ice closest to the bigger locker rooms the highschool and adult league teams used. He skated out towards the girls, heading for center ice and quacking at them playfully until the Mighty Loons all turned and skated in his direction as fast as they could, quacking and hollering and hooting at their Coach gleefully. 
 
Shane was in his skates, obviously. His normal comfortable black sweats so he was warm enough on the ice. He had his ever present clipboard with its overly detailed spreadsheets and notes, his whistle around his neck, his glasses perched on his nose which was a sure sign that he had a migraine and didn’t want to worsen it by having to squint at his clipboard, and Ilya frowned about that for few seconds before his attention was caught by the jersey Shane was wearing. 
 
…the custom Mighty Loons Coach’s jersey Ilya had designed, purchased, and left as a Christmas present in Shane’s car so many months before. 
 
Oh fuck. 
 
From Lily: How many times can you cum in an hour?
 
On the rink, Shane stepped back from laughing and high-fiving the girls so he could skate over and shake the visiting Coach’s hand. He pulled his phone out to check the waiting notification from Lily, and almost dropped his phone right there when he read the message. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane scrambled to catch his phone when it slipped from suddenly sweaty fingers, his legs splaying awkwardly and skates scraping as he lurched to snatch the phone from mid air before it broke against the ice. He glanced around guiltily to make sure none of the girls had heard him curse, hurried over to shake the other Coach’s hand and welcome him to Montbonne, then held up two fingers to the ref indicating he needed a few minutes to get the girls gathered and ready to start. 
 
He blew his whistle so the Loons would head towards the players bench, then shot a furtive glance into the bleachers and pulled his phone back out to type a tersely worded answer. 
 
From Jane: MR. ROZANOV I am trying to coach a hockey game! 
 
From Lily: Is a scrimmage. 
 
From Lily: And COACH HOLLANDER, you should have wanted me ahead of time you would wear your jersey tonight. The one I bought you. Is not fair to show up wearing it without giving me time to cope first.
 
From Jane: Oh yeah?
 
Shane chewed at the inside of his cheek, knowing full well he should put his phone away and not engage with Ilya’s bullshit but also very much wanting to engage with Ilya’s bullshit. It had been two days since they’d seen each other, and he had worn the jersey sort of specifically on purpose so…
 
From Jane: How would you cope with me wearing the jersey?
 
From Lily: With my tongue and then my fingers and then my cock. 
 
From Lily: In that order.
 
From Lily: Repeat as needed until you have learned lesson about surprising me in certain outfits. 
 
“Holy shit.” Shane had expected Ilya to send a devil emoji or maybe a tongue out and eggplant emoji and he scrambled to grab his clipboard, ducking his head and flipping a few spreadsheet pages trying to hide how red his face got when the explicit message came through. 
 
From Jane: I AM TRYING TO COACH A GAME.
 
From Lily: So answer my first question so you can put your phone away. How many times? 
 
From Jane: Fuck.
 
From Jane: Idk. Twice maybe? 
 
“The girls would love to come over tonight.” Ilya put his phone away when Shane did, and turned back to Jessie’s mom with a broad smile. “Yes. Pizza and movie night after the game sounds very fun. I will take them home to change and grab stuffies, then will drop them off with you?” 
 
“Perfect.” She beamed up at him. “I’m going to have pizza delivered around five-thirty, so they are welcome anytime before that, and then maybe a nine or nine-thirty pick up so they have time to watch a movie?” 
 
“Yes. Okay.” Ilya turned back to the ice, his eyes trained on Shane who was very studiously not looking at him, and his mind racing with all the ways the evening could go now that he had a few free hours without the girls. 
 
From Lily: Only twice, huh? Is a challenge? 
 
From Jane: YOU CANNOT TREAT THE COACHING STAFF THIS WAY. THE COACHING STAFF IS STRESSED OUT!
 
*****
 
The Cabin
 
There were no waiting messages from Lily on Shane’s phone when he got out of the shower, and he frowned at the blank screen as he scrubbed his hair dry and pulled on a fresh pair of sweats and his favorite comfortable hoodie. 
 
Ilya had been less than chill about the whole jersey thing, and while the reaction had been everything Shane had secretly hoped for– fuck, there wasn’t anything half as intoxicating as Ilya staring at him like he couldn’t decide if Shane was something precious to be adored or something filthy to be wrecked– he’d been disappointed and even a little bit confused when Ilya had corralled the twins up and out of the rink so quickly after the scrimmage ended. 
 
There hadn’t been any of the customary after game kisses, Ilya had tapped at his lips twice and very quickly as he hustled the girls through the double doors, and there hadn’t been any explanation via text, no reason for the abrupt departure or offer for Shane to come over or maybe go grab a bite to eat since it was almost dinner time.
 
And Shane got it. He did. The girls were on Spring Break, maybe they had other plans, maybe Ilya had to rush them home for a call with Svetlana, there were a hundred different reasons why even after all the heavy text flirting, Ilya hadn’t been able to stay back and linger.
 
But usually Ilya gave Shane a head’s up. Usually he would text something sweetly apologetic with a promise for next time. After the sleepover and the way they’d said good-bye on Sunday that felt like both of them hated the thought of being apart for even a single minute, much less for multiple nights again, Shane had expected… something. 
 
From Jane: Is everything okay? 
 
They were far past the stupid, stressful part of the relationship where Shane let himself sit at the cabin and think the worst possible scenario for any bit of Ilya’s behavior he didn’t understand, so he grabbed his phone and texted on his way down the hall to the kitchen to make a sandwich. 
 
From Jane: You and the girls left really quick after the game. Busy night? 
 
From Lily: Open your door. 
 
From Jane: What? 
 
“Shane! Open the door, my hands are full!” Ilya’s voice came from right outside the cabin’s front door, and Shane startled when he looked out the window to see a car in the driveway, then hurried to open the door and find Ilya on the porch with his phone in one hand and several bags worth of take out from the Thai restaurant in the other. 
 
“Uh.” Shane blinked at him. “Hey?" 
 
“Hi. Put it back on.” Ilya bullied his way past Shane and made a beeline for the kitchen, dropping the food on the counter then turning right back around and practically stomping back to a still confused Shane standing by the open door. He crushed a hard kiss to Shane’s mouth, reached around him to shove the door shut, then repeated tersely, "Put it back on. Now.” 
 
“Put what back on?" Shane locked the door and stared at him, bewildered, “What are you doing here? Where are the girls?” 
 
And belatedly, staring at the pile of food and the take-out boxes he could see marked with what were probably him-specific substitutions, “Did you bring dinner? What’s going on?” 
 
“Yes, dinner.” Ilya unzipped his jacket and shrugged it off, tossing it in the general direction of the coat hooks. “Now go put it back on.” 
 
“I don’t–” Shane wrinkled his nose and huffed at him as he bent to pick up Ilya’s jacket and hang up properly. “Ilya, what the hell are you doing?"
 
“The jersey.” zzwhip! Ilya’s belt jingle jangle ripped right out of his belt loops and was flung across the room, and the button on his pants nearly suffered the same fate as he yanked it open and tore at the zipper. “Put it back on.” 
 
“Ilya–” 
 
“The jersey–” Ilya hadn’t taken his shoes off before attempting to dropping trou, and he hopped on one foot then the other trying to get his shoes off. “The jersey I bought you–!” 
 
The shoes finally came free, clomping onto the floor one after the other as Ilya shimmied his way out of his pants and kicks them off too. “--and you wore without any warning–!” 
 
The sentence choked off strangled when Ilya’s attempt at stripping out his shirt with any sort of finesse was thwarted by the collar getting caught under his chin, and Ilya cursed ferociously frustrated as he tried to claw it off his face. “Go put it back on, Shane!” 
 
“Oh.” Shane finally got it, and all his confusion about Ilya’s disappearance after the game and then un-announced arrival at his door disappeared in a wave of smug satisfaction. “You mean the Mighty Loons Coach’s jersey you bought me for Christmas that I finally wore for the first time tonight because you and me finally figured our shit out and I felt like I was worthy of a gift like that and how much it obviously means?” 
 
“First of all.” Ilya made a half hearted attempt to nudge his clothes out of the way so they were mostly in a presentable pile. “Was not a gift to be worthy of, I only wanted you to smile about it.” 
 
“Fuck.” The smugness dipped into unbearable fondness, Shane’s smile softening at the endless reminders of just how much Ilya cared for him. “Ilya–” 
 
“Second of all!” Ilya raised his voice as he jabbed a finger in Shane’s direction, “Do not look so smug right now. You knew what it would do to me to see you in it.” 
 
“I mean, I didn’t know for sure.” Shane folded his arms and grinned, propping against the wall and thoroughly enjoying Ilya’s hysterically frantic attempt at being bossy and pissy while mostly failing at getting undressed. “But just outta curiosity, how long were you hard? The whole game?” 
 
“So help me, Shane Hollander.” Ilya’s lips twisted as he tried not to smile at Shane’s stupid beautiful face and the infuriating, gorgeous arrogant expression. He jabbed a finger at him and levelled him with his meanest, most Russian glare, studiously ignoring the fact that the effect was largely ruined by how loud he was breathing after the clumsy undressing and how visibly hard he was in his briefs. “Go put jersey back on. And glasses. Do not forget your glasses.” 
 
“Ilya.” 
 
“Now!” Ilya clapped his hands. “Pryama seychas. Now!"
 
“You’re fucking bossy.” Shane informed him, but he listened. He went. His glasses were on the dresser, the jersey hanging in the closet and Shane put first one and then the other on, and if he caught sight of himself in the mirror smiling wide enough to be goofy as he passed–
 
–well, that was just fine. 
 
“Here.” Shane stopped in the living room by the couch and held his arms out, showing off the jersey and raising his eyebrows over his glasses. “Better?” 
 
“Better.” Ilya nodded, his eyes a little wild and hands flexing at his sides, opening and closing in in wired excitement. “Okay. Now take clothes off.” 
 
“Oh my god.” Shane rolled his eyes as if he wasn’t half hard just knowing how bad Ilya wanted him right then. “Fine.” 
 
He started to take the jersey off first, grabbing the hem and lifting it up over his stomach but Ilya barked, “No!” and Shane froze. 
 
“...no?”
 
“No.” Ilya wet his lips, popped his neck and blew out a slow breath. “Nyet. The jersey stays on.” his deep voice bottomed out into a rumble. “Take everything else off. But the jersey. stays. on.” 
 
“Holy fuck, Ilya.” Shane’s eyes sparked hot, and Ilya’s smile tilted a little manic when he saw it. “Okay.” 
 
The jersey stayed on. 
 
Everything else came off. 
 
Shane was much smoother taking off his sweats than Ilya had been, and Ilya muffled a groan when Shane bent at the waist to push them down his long legs, then stared right at him while folding them into a neat square. 
 
“Folding clothes is not playing fair, Hollander.” The complaint sounded more like a whine. “You know what that does to me.” 
 
“I just want the record to show that you call me boring?” Shane set the perfectly folded pants on the side table, adjusted his glasses then lifted up the jersey enough to hook his thumbs in the waistband of his underwear. “But you’re the one getting hard over watching me fold clothes.” 
 
“Yes well.” Ilya’s gaze dropped to Shane’s legs as the black boxer briefs started sliding down. “Some things never change. You folded clothes first time and I was hooked. Same as now, fifteen years later.” 
 
“You’re so fucking boring.” Shane whispered as he straightened up again, the jersey falling to his muscular thighs but tenting over his cock as it filled out heavy in anticipation.
 
“And you are so–” Ilya crossed the room in a few big steps and grabbed Shane into a kiss, grabbing for the jersey with both hands and sealing their mouths together. “Fuck, Shane.” 
 
“I’m so what?” Shane returned the kiss eagerly, looping his arms at Ilya’s shoulders and channeling every bit of pent up missing him he’d done since Sunday afternoon into it. “What am I–” he laughed when Ilya grabbed at his ass, then yanked the jersey down further and grabbed him again as if feeling his butt through the material made the groping better. “What um–” 
 
“You are perfect.” Ilya kissed him, kissed him, then gathered up big handfuls of the jersey and propelled Shane backwards to shove him onto the couch. “But you are talking too much.” 
 
“Fuck you.” Shane dropped onto the couch with a silly, ready grin. “You started talking the second I opened the door and haven’t stopped yet.” 
 
“Then get my mouth full so I stop.” Ilya dropped to his knees in front of the couch, big hands spread at Shane’s thighs to shove his legs open so there was room for his broad shoulders to wedge in close. He dragged his eyes up from staring at the head of Shane’s cock poking out from under the hemline of the jersey and asked hoarsely, “First with my tongue, yes? Like I promised.” 
 
“Oh fuck.” There was only one thing Shane ever wanted to say when Ilya was leaning forward and nuzzling into the crease of his thigh, pushing the jersey out of the way with his nose and his lips so he could flatten his tongue to the tip of Shane’s cock. “Yes. Yes yes yes please–!” 
 
Ilya ran his tongue along the inside of his mouth gathering enough saliva, then looked up through his lashes and right into Shane’s eyes as he stuck his tongue out and let it all drip slick and messy down Shane's cock before chasing it with his mouth. He smeared the wet up and down the shaft with his lips then ordered, “Put it right here.” and braced his hands on Shane’s thighs, groaning the entire time as inch after inch of the heavy cock slid across his tongue.
 
“Ilya.” Shane scrabbled at the hem of the jersey, dragging it up and out of the way so he could watch Ilya swallowing him, so he could see his own stomach tightening, abdomen flexing every time Ilya sucked harder, legs dimpling beneath Ilya’s grip as he held him open and held him still so he could get his nose shoved right to the base of Shane’s cock and inhale strained around the width stretching his throat. “Ilya–!” 
 
Ilya was noisy about it. Purposefully sloppy about it. He moaned obscene every time he took Shane into the back of his mouth and gasped loud every time he had to pull away to breathe, gagged even when he didn’t need to because the spasm of his throat made Shane shout and thrust further into his mouth and fuck, Ilya fucking loved that. 
 
“Close.” All too soon Shane was all too close. He’d never had much staying power when it came to Ilya and when Ilya was like this, when he was desperate and starving and pulling out every trick in the book to drive Shane wild, Shane didn’t stand a chance. He wanted to last, wanted to keep Ilya’s mouth suctioned over him and Ilya’s rough hands spread at his legs, he wanted to keep Ilya right there, wanted to keep Ilya always but– “Close, baby. Come on–!” 
 
It was almost worth finishing too fast when he called Ilya baby and Ilya made a noise like maybe he’d finish too because the endearment and the taste of Shane spilling down his throat was a self-control shattering combination. 
 
It was absolutely worth finishing too fast when Ilya didn’t even wipe his lips before surging up to kiss Shane, accidentally mashing his glasses a little crooked as he pushed the mess of cum and saliva right into Shane’s mouth, and vibrating through a low groan when Shane opened up eager for the kiss, sucking at his tongue and pulling at his hair and lifting his hips to rub his cock into Ilya’s stomach, smearing a trail of spend at Ilya’s belly button. 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya said it in English, repeated it in Russian, groaned it into a flurry of kisses down Shane’s throat as he threw himself onto the couch next to Shane and patted at his lap, “Right here, come sit here.” as he shoved his underwear down and lifted his cock free.
 
“I need a minute.” Shane was still spacey, still dazed but grinning about it, buzzy and floaty but fully into it, reaching over to close his hand at Ilya and stroke him a few times. “Need a minute, and then I can–” 
 
“Tongue first and then fingers.” Ilya interrupted, and patted his lap again. “By the time you are open enough to fit me, you will be ready and I will make you cum again, promise.” 
 
“All this for a jersey, huh?” Shane was clumsy, his limbs mostly useless after such a quick orgasm. Another time he might have been self conscious by how ungainly the sideways slide onto Ilya’s lap was, how graceless the motion was when he sat heavy and slumped forward instead of trying to be coy and come hither about it all. 
 
But, “No, dorogoy, all this is for you. The jersey is only ah–” Ilya’s eyes slammed shut, his hands clutching tight at Shane’s hips when Shane’s full weight landed at his legs and pinned him to the couch for a breathless few seconds. “F-fuck.” 
 
He pried his eyes back open, panting. “You feel good on me, this heavy. We should sit like this all the time.” 
 
“We’re definitely not going to sit like this all the time.” Shane laughed at him, unable to be even a little bit self conscious when Ilya was staring up at him, rutting up under him as if he was pushed to the brink just by Shane sitting so close. “But,” he jacked at Ilya’s cock a few more times. “I could be convinced to sit here for a while at least.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya breathed into a long kiss, then, “Oh no.” fell back onto the couch with a pained expression. “You will have to move for a minute, sweetheart.” he patted Shane’s rear mournfully.  “I have lube and condoms, but in my pants. I think I threw them on the fan.” 
 
“Well.” Shane checked the fan above their heads just to make sure llya’s pants hadn’t landed all the way up there, then wriggled on Ilya’s lap just to hear him groan before telling him with no small amount of glee, “I have condoms and lube under the cushion.” he inclined his head left. “There.” 
 
“What?” Ilya stretched sideways to feel under the couch cushion, and his eyes went wide when he found the stashed supplies. “Why?” 
 
“You know.” The tip of Shane’s ears turned pink. “Just in case.” 
 
“MmmShanychka…” Ilya murmured something in Russian that sounded wholly approvingly delighted before he informed Shane with a wicked grin, “If anyone knew their good Coach Hollander was secretly a whor–” 
 
“Hey.” Shane clapped a hand over Ilya’s mouth, fighting against a smile so he could attempt to be stern. “Do you want me to take the jersey off?” 
 
“No, I will be good.” Ilya kissed the center of Shane’s palm, then leaned up to kiss his lips, snicking the lube cap open and drizzling it over his fingers. “Come here, moy milyy, I will be very good to you.” 
 
“Fuck, Ilya." Shane couldn’t do much more– didn’t want to do much more than hold on as Ilya fingered him open. He held onto Ilya’s shoulders first, pausing long enough to take his smudged glasses off and set them on the side table then settled in hovering close and dipping down every few seconds for light kisses when Ilya worked a single finger into him. He knotted his hands into Ilya’s hair when he was opened up wider, lube squelching at his hole and kisses falling away in favor of pushing their foreheads together, panting through the erratic, seemingly random passes over his prostate that shocked through his nerves and stirred his cock back to half mast. 
 
Ilya was good to him, devastating with his timing and obsessive never looking away from Shane’s face when three fingers had Shane grabbing for the back of the couch, hips rocking into each short thrust and mouth falling open over strained breaths, legs shaking every time Ilya’s bulky knuckles shoved past his rim. 
 
“E-Enough.” the rough patches at Ilya’s palm caught friction through the tidy curls at Shane’s balls briefly before Ilya took hold of his cock and he stuttered, “Fuck, that’s–” and jerked forward, pushed into the too loose grip of Ilya’s other hand. “Enough. I’m– I’m ready. Fuck me.” 
 
“I do not think you are close enough.” Ilya slouched down on the couch so he had the leverage to open his legs wider, lifting his knees so he had the room to keep three fingers prodding into Shane while still stroking his cock at a pace he knew was right on the edge of maddeningly slow. “I think you need more time before you can cum again, so I think I will–” 
 
He stopped when Shane sat up on his knees and pulled the jersey up so Ilya could see his fingers slipping lube slick shiny in and out, in and out, in and out of his hole.
 
“Fuck.” he rasped and Shane nodded, “Yeah. Yeah, come on. I’m ready, come on.” 
 
It made Ilya crazy to need Shane so badly and to know, to see, to feel Shane need him so badly right back. He grabbed for the lube to make sure everything felt good even when they were rushing, and Shane grabbed for the condoms, ripping the foil packet open with his teeth and fitting the latex over Ilya’s cock because he was too impatient to wait a few seconds for Ilya to do it himself. 
 
“Hold this here so you can watch.” Ilya might have initiated the jersey-wearing induced desperation, but it was Shane who ordered, “Hold this!” so Ilya would gather up the folds of the jersey in one hand and hold it away as Shane lined his cock up to his entrance and started sinking down onto him with little shifts of his weight and a hypnotic, repetitive roll of his hips. 
 
“Da like that, Hollander.” Ilya strained to find Shane’s mouth for a kiss as Shane sat down over him, the kiss breaking into shared groans when he was all the way full and Ilya was all the way inside and it was all the way overwhelming from all directions. “Like that.” 
 
“Yeah, that's good, so good, fuck.” Shane started moving as soon as he caught his breath, holding on to the back of the couch and riding Ilya hard, not worrying about how big he was or how heavy he sat or how loud the couch was creaking as he fucked himself down and down and down onto Ilya’s cock. 
 
“More.” Ilya kept staring up at Shane’s face, the gorgeous features creasing in concentration as he chased his orgasm, the long lashes fluttering and catching the light damp as the looming edge of sensory overload brought a sheen of tears to his dark eyes. 
 
“Eshchyo, sweetheart, give me more.” Ilya kept staring down between Shane’s legs where the jersey had slipped down to settle at his hips, bright colors and heavy texture rasping at his skin, folding into crumples on Ilya’s knuckles as he stroked Shane’s cock in time to the dazed little noise Shane let out every time Ilya thrust up to fill him faster. 
 
“I– I can’t–!” Shane’s head snapped back, jaw dropping open when Ilya held him down fully impaled for a minute and didn’t let him wriggle or writhe back from a few too much, too fast pulls at his cock. “Fuck, I dunno if I can cum again this fast. I don’t–” 
 
“Try.” Ilya clasped his hand at the back of Shane’s neck to hold him steady, not letting Shane’s head loll around limp and strain at his neck. “Come on.” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane pried Ilya’s arm off his waist and clamped Ilya’s hand at his ass, moaning in approval and relief when Ilya immediately started kneading and groping at him, slipping his hand lower to hold the back of Shane’s thigh and coax him to moving on him again. “I need um– I need–” 
 
“Tell me.” Ilya grasped at Shane’s leg, at his rear, shoved his hand under the jersey and dug his fingers in scratching up and down Shane’s back as Shane gasped and trembled and kept fucking him, little bursts of air knocked out of each their bodies every time Shane sat heavy and hard and ground down further trying to get every inch of Ilya deep inside. Ilya sat up so he could bite and lick at Shane’s throat, scattering red marks and bruises and stretching to get to Shane’s mouth for a hungry, sucking kiss, grinding up against Shane’s hole until Shane squeaked into his mouth, then biting at Shane’s bottom lip and urging, “What do you need? Do you need my hand still? Do you want my mouth again?” 
 
“I need–” Shane shuddered when a purposeful twist of Ilya’s hand over the blunt head of his cock had him leaking again, spilling pre-come over Ilya’s knuckles as his stomach clenched and his core tightened up close again. “I want–” he tried to lick his dry lips. “Ilya–” 
 
“Tell me!” Ilya’s vision was starting to blur, his balls starting to ache, and he clenched his teeth hard digging for the last dredges of his self control so he wouldn’t finish before he kept his promise and got Shane twice. “Anything, moya lyubov’, anything. Come on.” 
 
“You.” Shane blurted, tapping his fingers at his kiss bruised and bitten lips almost frantically. “I need you? I need–” 
 
“Here.” Ilya pushed two fingers past Shane’s lips and onto his tongue, and Shane dropped his head sinking onto them, held onto Ilya’s wrist with both hands and shoved Ilya’s fingers deeper into his mouth gagging around them, throat convulsing and drool gathering at the corner of lips as he fucked himself full of Ilya from both ends. 
 
“Fuck, Shane.” Ilya wrapped an arm at Shane’s waist and heaved him sideways on the couch, pulling both his fingers and his cock out to make sure nothing jammed uncomfortable for the few seconds it took to push Shane down into the cushions. He fit back into him with a  single, long push and ordered, “Open.” so he could shove his fingers past Shane’s lips again, chasing it with a kiss so Shane’s mouth was stuffed and Shane’s eyes were rolling back in his head, his body jolting with every hard thrust.  
 
“Come on.” Ilya hammered into him, shoving the jersey up and out of the way so he could keep jerking at Shane’s cock with quick, frantic pulls, jaw clenched and muscles braced, a sheen of sweat on his chest and stomach and gathering in drops at the vee of his hips as he pleaded, “Come on, sweetheart, you first. I can’t wait, so you first, please please please—!” 
 
The second Shane started cumming, Ilya was lost. Shane’s mouth went lax as he lifted off Ilya’s fingers to gasp through his release and his body went tight clenching down around Ilya’s cock and Ilya barely had time to shove the jersey farther up Shane’s chest to avoid the mess and groan a quick, “Ty prekasen, you are gorgeous–!” before he was grabbing for Shane’s hip to hold him still and grinding in deep to finish inside him. 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya managed after a minute, “Shanychka, you are–” he swallowed, his dry throat clicking as he tried to get his breath back. “Fuck.” 
 
“C’mere.” Shane opened his arms for him and Ilya fell forward into a hug, but Shane yelped, “Whoa hey, that’s– ow!” when the change in position shifted everything sort of painful. “ Fuck, Ilya, you gotta–” 
 
“Sorry, sorry.” Ilya sat up so he could adjust Shane’s legs around him so nothing was squished but he could still stay inside. Shane relaxed under him once he was comfortable again and Ilya pushed the sweaty hair off Shane’s forehead to kiss him before laying out over him in a full body hug. “Better?” 
 
“So much better, yeah.” Shane’s mouth curved into a loose, lazy little smile, and he turned his head to kiss Ilya’s temple, and then his cheek. “Holy shit. I’m so glad you came over.” 
 
“Me too.” Ilya tucked his face into the curve of Shane’s shoulder and let out a low groan, flexing his toes into the couch and sighing as the last of the tension left his body and he settled heavy sated onto Shane’s frame. “Thank you, Coach. Can I have another?” 
 
“Hey.” Ilya barely got the sentence out before Shane was pinching his side viciously. “No. How many times do I have to tell you you’re not allowed to call me Coach when my dick’s out?!” 
 
“You’re right. Sorry.” Ilya punctuated the entirely unserious apology with a kiss at Shane’s throat, “I will remember this time. Or at least, I will remember until next time I grope you while cleaning bleachers after practice or see you in jersey or bend you over the desk in the office and my brain leaks out my–” 
 
“Ilya!” 
 
He got another pinch for his nonsense and Ilya grinned, “I was going to say my ears.” he nipped a tiny bite at Shane’s neck, then lapped over it slow, soothing the barely there mark with his tongue. “Where else would my brain leak out of?” 
 
“You’re so dumb, fuck.” Shane gave in and laughed at him. “Whatever. Say all the stupid shit you want, I’m too out of it to even care right now. This was insane, you are insane. Showing up and– and stripping like that and getting all weird about the jersey, just– just whatever. I don’t even care.” 
 
“I think,” Ilya sat up to kiss him. “You like when I am like this for you.” 
 
“I do.” Shane kissed him back, slow and sweet and lingering over it, sweeping his fingers at Ilya’s cheek. “I really really do, yeah.” 
 
Ilya didn’t have the right words to respond to the light and adoration and open affection in Shane’s gaze, so he just kissed him again, then reached down to slip free of Shane’s body. 
 
“Can you–” Shane hissed when Ilya pulled all the way out. “Fuck. Um. Can you stay a while?” 
 
“You want to try for three times?” Ilya waggled his eyebrows as he headed to get rid of the condom and find a washcloth. “Greedy.” 
 
“Shut up.” Shane flung a pillow at Ilya’s admittedly fantastic ass as he walked away. “No. I’ll die of dehydration if we do that again too soon. I just wanted to know how much time we have.” 
 
“The girls are at Jessie’s house.” Ilya picked up his underwear from the floor and Shane’s from the side table when he came back. “Pizza and a movie night.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane wrestled the sweat damp jersey up and over his head, then fell back with a relieved groan once the coarse material wasn’t sticking to his skin and bunched up under his back. Ilya wiped him down quickly, patted his clean tummy and sucked a kiss to his nipple and Shane pushed him away with an indulgent grin. “So we have a few hours?” 
 
“Nine o’clock.” Ilya chucked the washcloth towards the laundry room door and stepped back into his underwear, glancing around for his discarded jeans before grabbing Shane’s neatly folded sweats and putting those on instead. “Are you hungry?” 
 
“Hey, what!” Shane protested when Ilya stole his pants. “I was going to wear those!” 
 
“Is more fun for me when you lounge around mostly naked.” Ilya winked, and bent to give him a kiss. “I will feed you Thai food with my fingers and you can eat it on my lap wearing only that, yes?” 
 
“Literally no. But hey.” Shane hooked his fingers in Ilya’s necklace to keep him close, careful not to pull too hard and break the delicate chain. “Hey. Um.” 
 
Ilya waited, and Shane tugged at the necklace, once, twice, then admitted, “I want more time with you.” 
 
“Ya znayu.” Ilya covered Shane’s hand at the necklace and nodded, pressing at his fingers meaningfully. “We need more time together. Like this and in dates and… normal time, yes? Hours together to be together.” 
 
“And with the girls.” Shane reminded him. “I want more time with the girls too. More time for all of that.” 
 
“Me too.” Ilya brushed the back of his knuckles at Shane’s cheek. “But first, I think we should tell the girls their Daddy and their Coach are dating. Is important to have that conversation first so there are no misunderstandings.” 
 
“Yeah, I’m really fucking tired of there being misunderstandings with us.” Shane nodded firmly. “So yes, telling the girls. Sooner rather than later?” 
 
“Da, Shanychka.” Ilya’s throat closed up the way it always did whenever Shane chased him, chased them, whenever it was Shane suggesting steps forward and initiating more intimacy and putting action to all those whispered wishes for more. “Sooner rather than later.” 
 
*****
 
They ate the Thai food sitting on opposite ends of the couch, a blanket spread over the cushions until Shane could spot clean the necessary areas and a blanket spread over their legs, take out containers balanced on their laps and their feet touching, toes tapping under the covers as they ate in comfortable silence, scrolling on their phones and swapping to-go boxes every few minutes so they could each try everything. 
 
“So my jersey.” Shane smiled when he saw Ilya had already eaten all the fried egg off the Pad Kra Poa so he didn’t have to eat around the egg to get to the good pieces. “Why is it those colors?” 
 
“Colors?” Ilya swallowed a big bite of noodles. “Is black and white to match the team jerseys, yes? All the Montbonne rec league jerseys are black and white.” 
 
“No, I know that.” Shane sat up to eyeball the package of spring rolls, “But what about the trim at the neck and the wrists? Why is the trim teal and purple?” 
 
“Ah.” Ilya handed the spring rolls over when he saw Shane looking for them. “Is the girls favorite colors. Teal for Masha, purple for Nadyushka. I know is not real loon colors, but you coach a girls team, I thought the jersey could be,” he shrugged. “Pretty. And I am selfish, probably, wanting to see my girls favorite colors on you.” 
 
“But you.” Shane put the spring rolls down, wiping his fingers sort of anxiously on a napkin. “You gave it to me at Christmas.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya slurped up a bite of noodles. “Christmas. Why?” 
 
“We weren’t even together.” he said quietly. “Not really. And things were weird between us. We weren’t talking about it yet, but things were getting weird and I didn’t know what I wanted to do and you said– in your letter, you said you thought maybe I wasn’t even going to stay, that you were worried I’d just turn around and leave one day.” 
 
“...Yes.” 
 
“But you still made me a Coach’s jersey. You designed a Mighty Loons patch and made me a jersey and you put Nadya and Mariya’s favorite colors on it.” He shook his head. “You didn’t know if I was going to stay, but you made me something that special anyway?” 
 
“Yes, Shane.” Ilya set his food aside, still not sure why Shane looked so suddenly distressed about the significance of the jersey, the meaning behind the colors sewn at the neckline and at the sleeves. “I told you. Even when things were not good with us, it was still always–” 
 
“Me for you. Yeah.” Shane put the take out containers on the low sofa table and pushed the blanket away so he could scramble over the couch and put himself right onto Ilya’s arms, wedging in tight so he could straddle Ilya’s lap without falling off the couch. “Yeah, that’s exactly right. Me for you, always."
 
“Mmmm, I like you here.” Ilya tilted his head back and smiled up at Shane as he settled his hands at his waist. “I told you sitting on my lap and eating was a good–” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane shut him up with a kiss, cradling Ilya’s face in his hands and slotting their mouths together, then sliding his hands into Ilya’s hair and kissing him again. Ilya’s smile fell away when the kiss turned serious, and he moaned in quiet but willing surprise when Shane licked at the seam of his lips to coax him open and deepened the kiss wet for a long few moments.  
 
“Shane?” 
 
Shane didn’t answer. He sat up on his knees enough to pull Ilya into a hug, putting Ilya’s face right into his chest and combing, petting through Ilya’s hair until Ilya whispered, “Okay sweetheart, is okay.” and hugged him back, rocking them gently as Shane kept peppering kisses at the top of his head, at his temple, occasionally at his cheek. 
 
I love you. Shane closed his eyes and pressed his nose to Ilya’s hair, trying to find the courage to say it out loud.
 
I love you. He mouthed it into another kiss at Ilya’s hair, then asked, “Can it be this weekend?” 
 
“This weekend.” Ilya tried to lean out of the hug to see Shane’s expression, but Shane shook his head and locked his arms down tighter, so Ilya snuggled back in, content to be held until Shane decided to tell him what had suddenly made him so emotional. “What is this weekend?” 
 
“Telling the girls.” Shane swallowed hard, and Ilya traced the motion with his lips. “Can we tell them this weekend? Like maybe Thursday after practice. Then we can spend the weekend together.” 
 
“We said sooner rather than later.” Ilya rubbed slow circles at the small of Shane’s back. “But that is very soon. Are you sure?” 
 
“I’m ready.” I love you. Shane’s throat hurt with trying to keep the words inside, but his tongue felt too thick, his mouth too dry to actually get them out. “Aren’t you ready?” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya pressed back until Shane had to give him some room, and Ilya immediately reached for him, cupping his chin and sweeping his thumb at Shane’s bottom lip, setting his fingertips lightly lightly to the flush of pink behind Shane’s freckles. “I have been asking you home for a long time now. Of course I am ready.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane pulled him back into a tight hug. “Okay. So Thursday.” 
 
“Da, dorogoy. Thursday.” 
 
**** 
 
From Lily: Do you want to do it at the cabin? I can bring the girls out after practice, we will have dinner together? 
 
From Jane: We should do it at the East End house, that way if they are stressed or unsure or anything, they are in their own space, surrounded by their favorite stuffies, etc. 
 
From Lily: Okay. 
 
From Lily: Is very important to me how much you love my girls. 
 
From Jane: It’s pretty important to me too.
 
*****
 
Jacob’s place was closed on Wednesday, a sign on the door proclaiming the cook and several staff members out with the flu. Shane shrugged it off, Ilya loaded the twins back into the car and they went to the bakery for breakfast instead, sprawling out in Ilya’s office and snacking on the ugly muffins and leftover pastries from the morning baking. 
 
Thursday morning, six team parents texted Shane to let him know their girls were sick and wouldn’t make it to practice. Shane texted the group chat to cancel practice all together, reminding the parents that the regular season was over so the practices were more about ice time than it was about technique, and promising to book extra ice time next week to make up for it if any of the Loons wanted to come skate with him. 
 
Thursday evening as Shane was tying his shoes and getting ready to walk out the door for dinner at the East End house and a very important conversation with Nadya and Mariya, Ilya texted him: 
 
From Lily: DO NOT COME OVER. 
 
From Jane: What the fuck? Why not? 
 
From Lily: The girls are sick everywhere. Is a biohazard. Ate lunch and then exploded everywhere. I do not understand how so much gross can come from such small bodies. 
 
From Jane: Oh no. Can I help? Bring anything? Medicine or a case of Gatorade or ginger ale or something?
 
From Lily: No, the girls need to rest and I need to burn the house down and bleach the ashes to get the germs out. 
 
From Lily: Sorry to miss conversation and time spent together but no. Is so gross. 
 
From Jane: Okay. Yikes. Hug the girls for me and tell them I hope they feel better soon. 
 
From Lily: I will not hug them without a Hazmat suit. You cannot make me.
 
From Jane: Oh my god. 
 
“C-Coach can still-ll come over, right Daddy?” Nadya’s face was flushed with fever, her green eyes too bright and her lips too dry and Ilya clicked his tongue gently at her as he helped her take a drink and then dipped his finger in the tub of chapstick and spread it carefully around her mouth, “Nyet, Nadyushka. We are sick. We do not want Coach to get sick too.” 
 
“I don’t like bugs.” Mariya’s hair was sticking up every which way and her eyes were glassy, hands shaking as she clutched her blanket around her narrow shoulders, swaying on the bed as another dizzy spell left her reeling. “Don’t um– don’t– I don’t–” 
 
“I know, my angel.” Despite his on-text fussing about hazmat suits and bleach and needing to burn the house down, Ilya didn’t hesitate to scoop Mariya up into his arms and deposit her carefully on Nadya’s bed, pressing a kiss to her overheated little forehead before he quickly whisked the sheets off her bed and piled them by the door alongside the stuffed animals, smaller blankets and pillows that had been hit by the first round of upset tummy sick. 
 
“Here, sister.” Mariya was exhausted, barely coherent, but she still lifted her arm and let Nadya snuggle in miserable to her side. “It’s okay. Daddy will– we um– the flu bugs–” 
 
“Yes, the flu bugs are very scary.” Each of the girls beds had a waterproof mattress protector under the sheets, not so crinkly as to be embarrassing when they had friends over, but sturdy enough to do the job keeping both the infrequent nighttime accidents from ruining the mattress and making for easy clean ups for times like this when the girls had no chance of making it to their bathroom before their stomachs decided to revolt. 
 
There had been a very many years where Ilya had never once thought his evenings would consist of willingly exposing himself to all manner of germs and flu bugs for the sake of comforting grubby stuffie clutching gremlins, but oh–
 
“Come here, babies.” Ilya lifted Nadya into his arms and shifted her to his hip, then bent and hefted Mariya up as well, holding both the seven year olds close and kissing their foreheads in turn as he very carefully made his way down the stairs to put them in his giant shower so the heat and some Vicks vapo-rub scented epsom salts could ease the ache in their tiny bodies, clear out their noses and soothe their throats from coughing. 
 
–and oh, Ilya smiled so much when he closed the bathroom door so the steam could build up around them and he heard Nadya tell her sister, “I b-bet if we call C-Coach he will-will-will bring us ice crrream.” 
 
“Okay.” Mariya was so tired she was almost slurring her words, “Okay when the flu bugs are–are gone? Let’s call Coach.” 
 
From Svetlana: How are our babies? 
 
From Ilya: Dramatic and fussy and gross. Kids germs are gross. They belong on a leper colony. 
 
From Svetlana: Do you have their favorite playlist and stuffies and blankets set up in your room for bedtime? 
 
From Ilya: Obviously, yes. I am washing stuffies and favorite blankets first so they can sleep with them tonight. 
 
From Svetlana: Obviously. You know though, every time the girls are sick, you get sick too because you never leave them alone for a single second and you let them sleep in your bed so you end up just swimming in those germs. Do you want me to text Alicia in advance so she knows you will absolutely be sick on Monday? 
 
From Ilya: Is lie. I have never been sick in my life. 
 
From Svetlana: Sure, you haven’t. 
 
“Here, my babies.” Ilya had dryer warmed towels when the shower was done, freshly cleaned stuffies and favorite blankets fresh from the laundry to tuck around them when he set both girls in his bed and pulled the covers up to keep them cozy. 
 
“This is for your sick tummy.” he had a big bowl for each of the side tables so the girls could hopefully theoretically be sick in those instead of all over the blankets again. “Sip this very slow, yes?” there was ginger ale in plastic cups, lids firmly attached along with the necessary crazy straws sure to bring at least a little smile to the twins’ exhausted faces. 
 
“You can have crackers if you are hungry.” A sleeve of saltines went on each of the side tables and Ilya made his peace with having to shake crumbs off the blankets and sheets in the morning. “Now medicine, okay?” 
 
“I don’t want medicine.” Mariya’s eyes filled with stubborn tears when Ilya held out the spoonful of kid-safe cold medicine. “It’s gross.” 
 
“Gross.” Nadya repeated solemnly, “N-no thank you.” 
 
“Is for your fever.” Ilya insisted patiently. “And will help you sleep.” 
 
“I’d rather die.” Mariya was too exhausted to be as passionate in her declaration as she usually was, and Ilya’s heart twinged sympathetic to see his brightly intense daughter so subdued. 
 
“You will be famous in Hollywood for being so dramatic.” he teased, and held up the spoon again. “Come on. Take your medicine, then I will put five dollars in the Disney trip jar.” 
 
“Seven dollars” she countered doubtfully and Ilya nodded, “Da, Masha. Seven dollars. Open.” 
 
Mariya opened obediently, too worn out to even make a properly disgusted face as she swallowed the unfortunately grape flavored medication. 
 
“Nadyushka.” Ilya poured another dose. “Seven dollars, little love.” 
 
“I w-want ten.” 
 
“Yes, of course.” Ilya was glad neither Sveta nor Shane were there to see how quickly he capitulated to monetary bribery as a parent. “Ten dollars it is. Open.” 
 
Nadya closed her eyes and pinched her nose and grimaced as she swallowed, and Ilya chuckled at her, “Spasibo, Nadya. Now we lay down and rest, yes?” 
 
“Sleep with us.” Mariya demanded, and Nadya nodded tiredly, “P-please Daddy. M’lonely.” 
 
“I will come snuggle you in five minutes. I have to clean flu bug germs out of your room, okay?” The girls would be all but unconscious in less than two minutes, their eyes were already heavy, each blink slower and slower, the warm shower and medicine working overtime in their worn out little bodies, but Ilya promised. “Five minutes and I will be back. Promise.” 
 
True to his word, Ilya was back downstairs to check in on the girls in five minutes, and just as he predicted, both Mariya and Nadya were passed out asleep, burrowed into the pillows and under the blankets, all their favorite stuffed animals tucked in around them. He put a hand to each of their foreheads to check their fever, then crept out of the room, turning the volume up on their sleepy time playlist so they wouldn’t overhear the laundry machines or his frantic scrubbing of every possible surface the twins had coughed or touched or breathed on. 
 
At some point past midnight, Ilya collapsed into the overstuffed chair by the window in his bedroom and pulled a blanket up to his chest, propping his feet up on the small ottoman. He needed to sleep, but he wasn’t willing to sleep in the living room when he wouldn’t immediately hear if the girls needed him, so he slumped and scooched and closed his eyes quietly groaning as he tried to settle in for what would be a long, no doubt mostly restless night. 
 
His throat was scratchy, but Ilya chalked it up to breathing in too much cleaning product while deep cleaning the upstairs bathroom. He had a low, persistent ache in his bones, but he’d been on his hands and knees scrubbing and then carrying the girls around from room to room all day, and he hadn’t stopped to eat because his appetite had been severely compromised by seeing everything the girls had eaten come out in reverse. Ilya’s head was pounding, his mind fuzzy, and when he tried to pick up his phone to text Shane goodnight, the command didn’t make it from his brain to his fingers before he dropped off into an exhausted sleep, but that didn’t mean anything. 
 
Ilya definitely definitely wasn’t getting sick.
 
*****
 
Sunday Morning 
 
Shane’s phone rang at a few minutes past six am on Sunday morning, and he paused putting his skates in the bag to grab it.
 
“This is Shane Hollander.” He answered without even looking at the screen. The only people who’d be calling at six am on a Sunday were property managers with some kind of emergency or a telemarketer with the worst timing ever and he wasn’t really in the mood to talk to either.
 
Belatedly, Shane realized a third group of people might be calling him at six am on a Sunday morning— the recruiter from the AAA league who hadn’t taken the hint or the more direct rebuff, and had started roping other recruiters, marketing people and even parents of some of the AAA divisions best players in to calling him and checking just checking to see if he’d reconsidered his no. 
 
Shane really wasn't in the mood to talk to any of them either, so he reworded his initial greeting to, “This is Coach Shane Hollander.” and delivered in a tone so authoritatively stern even his mom would have been proud to hear it. “Who’s calling?” 
 
“Coach?”
 
“Mayday.” Shane pulled the phone away to double check the called ID. Twins' Phone. “Mayday? Hey sweetie, are you okay?” 
 
Shane dropped his bag back on the bed and put the phone on speaker, his stomach twisting nauseous as his mind starting racing, spinning through all the possible terrible scenarios that would lead to the seven year old calling at daybreak on a weekend. “What’s wrong? Where’s your Dad? Is Nadya okay?” 
 
“Daddy is snoring really loud.” Mariya informed him, and Shane pressed the phone closer to his ear, sure he’d hear wrong, “What? Your Dad is— is snoring?”
 
“H-Hi to Coach.” Nadya’s softer voice joined the call. “Daddy has b-bugs.”
 
“Daddy has bugs.” That didn’t clear up anything at all, and Shane pinched the bridge of his nose promptly stressed. “I don’t know what that means, can you tell me um— where’s your Dad at?”
 
“Upstairs. With the flu bugs.” Mariya explained, and Nadya chimed in, “Like-like-like what we had. Flu b-bugs.”
 
“Yeah, we gave him our flu bugs.”
 
“Oh.” Oh. “He’s sick?”
 
“And snoring.” Mariya sounded positively annoyed by the whole thing. “Really loud.”
 
“Okay.” Shane left his skate bag on the bed and went to get his shoes, switching the phone to speaker as he jammed his feet in. “Did your Daddy ask you to call me? Or did you call because you’re scared?”
 
“We ar-rre home.” Nadya told him flatly. “Wh-why would we be scared?”
 
“No I know." Shane jogged to the kitchen to find his keys and wallet. “But why are you calling me?”
 
“We’re bored.” 
 
“We-we want ice cream.”
 
“And to watch a movie.”
 
“Will you br-br-bring us ice cream?”
 
“I don’t think breakfast for ice cream is the best idea, especially since you’ve been sick for a few days but how about donuts?” Shane locked the cabin door behind him and jogged down the porch steps, heading for his car. “I can bring donuts.”
 
“And candy.”
 
“No candy, Mariya.” The cars Bluetooth connected and Shane tossed his phone onto the passenger seat, raising his voice so the twins could hear him over the growl of the wheels on the gravel. “But I’ll pick up breakfast and some medicine for your Daddy and I’ll come see you okay? I’ll come right over.”
 
“Will y-you watch a mmmovie with us?”
 
“Sure.” The back wheels of Shane’s car spun out as he sped down the rough road heading for the highway. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Why don’t you take the phone into wherever your Dad is and snuggle him a while until I get there.”
 
“He’s snoring though!”
 
“It’s s-s-loud!” 
 
“Like a bear!”
 
“Then go be his bear cubs.” Shane decided, trying and mostly failing at not sounding worried about Ilya being so out of it he was sleeping right through the twins being awake and running around the house making phone calls. “Keep him company like good bear cubs and I’ll be right there.”
 
“Okay. Bye to Coach.”
 
“Bye to-to Coach!” 
 
“Bye girls.” he smiled despite the anxious pit in his stomach. “See you soon.” 
 
Shane didn’t understand how parents handled being sick while still having a household to run and multiple kids to take care of. 
 
Jackie had done it plenty of times while he and Hayden had been away on the road, she’d had to handle four kids and often times herself all getting sick at the same time without Hayden around to help. Granted, the Pike household had a regular housecleaning service, several oft frequented grocery and food delivery apps, and both sets of grandparents lived within driving distance so Jackie hadn’t been alone alone in it all but still. Taking care of four sick kids while being sick herself was superwoman sort of shit. 
 
Shane grabbed some cold medicine for Ilya, an assortment of sprinkled donuts for Nadya and plain glazed ones for Mariya, then went looking for a case of water and some low sugar, high electrolyte type drinks and wondered how the hell Ilya did the whole sick thing as a single parent who was actually alone. 
 
It was Spring Break, so at least Ilya didn’t have to worry about getting the twins up and dressed and out the door to school, but what if he did? Did he call Alicia to help, or would she be too busy filling in for him at the bakery? The girls were maybe big enough to get their own cereal and milk for breakfast, but maybe not. Shane didn’t have any metric for what seven year olds were capable of doing for themselves and Ilya catered to the girls so much, there was a solid chance neither Mariya nor Nadya had ever put any thought into feeding themselves even once in their lives. 
 
Did Ilya risk driving while being nauseous and dizzy, or did he ask one of the neighbor moms to pick the twins up and lay there worrying about whether or not the girls made it school safely, if they’d remembered their backpacks, did he try to set alarms and wake up in time for when they got home from school? 
 
Who the hell helped single parents when they were exhausted from dealing with sick kids, and then got sick themselves but the kids were back to feeling fine and needed all of their attention and energy? 
 
…well, him now, Shane guessed. The answer to who the hell helped Ilya as a single dad when he was worn out and sick and needed to rest but the girls still needed taken care of was… him.
 
Shane got to do that now. He’d put a lot of thought into how being an active and real part of Ilya’s life meant getting to spend more time with the girls, and hadn’t put any thought into how that might include dealing with flu bugs and wiping snotty noses, but okay. He was gonna figure it out. 
 
Medicine, donuts, some easy snacks and plenty of drinks all went into the cart, then Shane detoured to the toy aisle and picked out one of the spooky monster highschool Barbie dolls he knew Nadya liked, and grabbed a die cast monster truck that looked about the same size as the ones scattered on Mariya’s side of their second floor kingdom. He probably shouldn’t get into the habit of buying them a toy every single time he went to the store, but whatever. It was super early on a Sunday morning and the girls had called him, not their Mama, not Alicia, they’d called Coach to come and hang out so yes, they could have a toy. 
 
They could have ice cream, too. Not for breakfast, but the cold treat would be soothing on sick-sore little throats, right? A small container of each of their favorite flavors would be okay, right?
 
Right. 
 
From Coach: I am on the way to the house. 
 
From Twins: With ice cream?
 
From Coach: No ice cream for breakfast. 
 
From Twins: Boring. 
 
“Oh my god.” Shane laughed when he saw the text. Those girls were Ilya’s kids through and through, and he kept chuckling about it as he loaded the groceries into the car.
 
From Jane: I’m sure you’re still sleeping, but just in case you wake up before I get there, I’m on my way to the house to bring some medicine and breakfast and hang out with the girls so you can rest.
 
He worried at the inside of his cheek while waiting a few minutes to see if the Lily side of the message would open up with three blinking dots to indicate Ilya was awake and possibly texting back. 
 
The last text from Ilya had been Saturday afternoon, the message short and succinct and assuring Shane the girls were feeling better but still needed to rest, assuring Shane he missed him and promising to call by lunch on Sunday to catch up and plan for the next time to see one another. Shane had texted back right away, but there’d been no response and Shane had gone to bed Saturday night thinking about getting up to do his usual morning skate and then maybe– maybe stopping by the East End house to check in. 
 
It had seemed like a good idea at first, but when morning came, the plan had started to feel presumptuous. It was too much, maybe, to stop by uninvited when Ilya had his hands full with sick, most likely miserable kids. It was possibly inserting himself in a dynamic they hadn’t talked through yet, the role of Coach-boyfriend-newly part of their lives and how it related to flu bugs. 
 
Shane had gone back and forth, back and forth mentally arguing with himself because he was sure Ilya would appreciate the company and sure Ilya would want to see him, but then again when Shane was sick, he never wanted to see anyone, he wanted to be miserable and stuffy and achy in peace so…
 
Well. 
 
It didn’t matter at this point. The twins had called wanting him to come over and Christ Shane was glad they had. He was relieved to have a valid reason to check on them and relieved to have an excuse to check on Ilya, and it was so great to be welcomed and needed in their tight knit family dynamic that Shane firmly squashed the wriggle of uncertainty about whether or not he even knew what the hell he was doing trying to babysit recovering sick kids and maybe taking care of his sick boyfriend, and pushed the odometer a little higher speeding towards East End. 
 
From Coach: Almost there. 
 
From Twins: No sprinkles on my donuts. 
 
From Coach: I know Mayday. 
 
From Twins: Blue sprinkles on mine. 
 
From Coach: I know, Nadya. 
 
From Coach: See you soon.
 
*****
 
Montbonne
 
East End
 
080917. Shane typed in the code for the front door and let himself into the East End house, kicking off his shoes and raising his voice to call, “Mariya? Nadya? It’s just me, just Coach. Where are you at?” 
 
There was no answer, and Shane detoured through the kitchen to drop the donuts off, then peeked in the living room for any glimpse of curly hair buried in the pile of blankets on the couch. He was sure the girls were upstairs in their room, but he checked Ilya’s room to be sure, rapping his knuckles at the door before cracking it open on the chance Ilya was sleeping inside. 
 
“Girls.” Shane grabbed both a bottle of water and a bottle of Gatorade off the counter, then took the stairs two at a time, ignoring the twinge in his knee as he neared the top. “Hey, it’s me. It’s Coach. You in here?” 
 
He poked his head around the door and smiled when he saw both Mariya and Nadya curled up with their books on Mariya’s bed, smiled wider when he caught sight of Ilya sprawled across Nadya’s bed, mouth open snoring, a well read copy of Beauty and the Beast still flopped open on his chest where he’d fallen asleep mid story the night before. 
 
“Oh! Hi to Coach.” Mariya beamed at him, and Nadya waited until she had finished reading to the bottom of her current page, then dimpled a smile in his direction too, “H-Hi to Coach.” 
 
“Hi girls.” Shane crossed the room to give each of the girls a quick hug. “Daddy’s sick, huh?”
 
“Bugs. Yeah.” Mariya squeezed him hard. “We gave it to him.”
 
“We d-d-didn’t mean to.” Nadya held onto Shane’s fingers, swinging his arm back and forth and Shane smiled down at her, “Yeah kiddo, I know. But listen. I think your Dad probably needs lots of sleep, so let’s go downstairs and have some donuts so he can rest. After we’re done eating, maybe we can watch a movie and you guys can have the presents I brought.” 
 
“Presents!” Mariya scrambled off the bed and launched herself towards the stairs, while Nadya gasped, “D-Donuts!” and raced after her sister, thundering down the steps and sprinting for the waiting treats. 
 
Shane waited until he was sure they were both downstairs, then took the book off Ilya’s chest and set it on the shelf and leaned in to kiss his sleep lax lips. Ilya twitched a little, forehead creasing in sleepy, unconscious recognition when Shane’s touch registered against his over sensitive skin, and Shane clicked his tongue in quiet sympathy when he felt how hot Ilya's forehead was, when he saw the feverish flush in his face. 
 
“Get some rest,” Shane knew Ilya couldn’t hear him, but he whispered the words anyway, brushing his fingers over Ilya’s cheek, “I’ve got the girls, okay?” 
 
Ilya’s phone had a list of unanswered notifications on the screen--the texts from Shane and a few from Svetlana, a few emails, a reminder to put in a grocery delivery order. There was an alarm set too, meant to go off at 7:30. No matter how tired Ilya had been the night before, clearly he’d had every intention of forcing himself awake in time to still take care of the girls, and it wasn’t his fault they’d woken up and were at full energy after a couple days of being sick.
 
It was only a few minutes past seven, so Shane turned the alarm off, then silenced Ilya’s phone all together so nothing would wake him up sooner than necessary. 
 
He smoothed the sleep mussed curls away from Ilya’s face and rubbed his thumb lightly gently tenderly at the crease in his cheek where the sheets had bunched up under his face and left a mark. He pulled Nadya’s ruffly, polka dot quilt up to Ilya’s chest, cracked the lids on both drinks and set them up on the side table, then gave Ilya one more kiss, brushing his lips whisper soft over the flushed skin and murmuring, “Sweet dreams, baby.” before pushing stuffies and blankets out of the way as he slipped out the door and back downstairs to join the girls. 
 
“We saved you half our donuts!” The girls chirped when Shane made it back downstairs. “Half each!”
 
“Thats very sweet, thank you.” Shane didn’t eat donuts, but he set both of the girls raggedy torn attempts at sharing on a plate and nibbled on the overly sweet treats as he filled one of the reusable keurig coffee pods and turned the machine to brew. On a whim, on a chance, on the hope and oft validated assumption that Ilya was always prepared specifically for Shane, he opened the fridge to check the options for creamer and yeah. 
 
Yeah, right there on the top shelf alongside regular milk, chocolate milk, and Ilya’s preferred flavor of sweetened creamer was a brand new bottle of almond milk. 
 
They’d talked about telling the girls on Thursday, Shane had mentioned wanting to spend the weekend together, and Ilya had gone out to buy almond milk because of course he had. Of course he’d made sure Shane could have his coffee exactly the way he liked it on the increasingly likely chance that Shane would want to spend the night. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane whispered as he picked up the bottle and tapped the label thoughtfully.
 
Who knew being so well taken care of could look like a bottle of almond milk in the fridge?
 
“Coach.” Mariya popped up at his side. “I’m ready to brush my teeth.” 
 
“Sure thing, kiddo.” Shane quit smiling dreamily about non-dairy creamer choices, and shifted his attention to her instead. “Do you need help with that? No, wait. Seven year olds can…” he squinted at her uncertainly. “Brush their teeth by themselves? I don’t have to help you with toothpaste or anything?” 
 
“I brush my own teeth.” she frowned at him. “But not at the same time with Nadya. Because we have toothpaste wars.” 
 
“W-We have to brush sssseparate until we are thirty.” Nadya explained as she washed sprinkles and frosting off her hands in the sink. “Daddy says so.” 
 
“Cos the toothpaste wars.”
 
“Y-yeah. The toothp–paste wars.” 
 
“What are toothpaste war–” Shane held up his hand and shook his head. “Never mind. I can imagine what those would be. Okay. Mayday, you brush first, then Nadya can brush and then we’ll watch a movie.” 
 
“Movie!” 
 
“Sp-Spasibo, Coach!” 
 
The almond milk sweetened coffee was perfect, the donuts were tolerable so long as Shane only nibbled on them, and once teeth brushing had been handled with minimal toothpaste mess, Shane took the center seat on the big couch so the girls could snuggle in on either side of him and settled in for several long hours of animated, musical, Pixar themed movies. 
 
Nadya looped her arm through the crook of Shane’s elbow and whispered under her breath along with every line of each scene she’d memorized after so many repeated watches. Mariya didn’t so much snuggle as she held Shane’s hand and drew little circles on his palm with the tips of her fingers, tapping out a rhythm only she understood as she mouthed the lines along with Nadya.
 
Thirty minutes into the first movie, Shane tried to shift forward to get his water bottle and Nadya put her hand on his knee and told him, “No, C-Coach.” without looking away from the screen. “Stay.” 
 
“I’m just getting my water, Nadya.” he chuckled at her, and she nodded, “Okay. I w-want some.” 
 
“Say please, sister.” Mariya leaned forward when Shane did, keeping up her circles and tip tappy rhythm as his palm until he was sat back on the couch and comfortable again. “We have to be polite goblins.” 
 
“I am a p-polite goblin.” 
 
“Polite goblins don't grab things.” 
 
“Your Dad really calls you guys goblins all the time, huh?” Shane handed Nadya his water bottle, and stretched over to the side table to grab another one for himself. “You’re his angels, his babies, his girls and his goblins?” 
 
“Yes.” The answer was so in sync, so easy, so emphatic, that clearly the girls had never felt anything less than a hundred percent loved by their Dad anytime he proclaimed them goblins. And that was fine. It was great. Shane loved how Ilya related to his daughters, how Ilya had grown and softened into the type of Dad who made sure Nadya and Mariya grew up knowing they were loved adored right down to all their little quirks.
 
“Can I call you goblins?” he checked in curiously, and had to bite back a laugh when Nadya leaned over to look at Mariya, and Mariya leaned over to look at her, the two girls communicating with eye contact and eyebrows and little tilts to their head as they considered the idea. 
 
Then, “No.” 
 
“N-no thank you, Coach.” 
 
“Not goblins.” 
 
“Only L-Loons.” 
 
“Only loons.” Shane made a mental note to tell Ilya about the conversation later, sure Ilya would laugh about it and then maybe kiss him about it because Ilya loved any time Shane talked about the twins. “Got it.” 
 
“Okay now shhhh. This is a good part.” 
 
Shane shh’d when he was told to, falling quiet so the girls could sing along with their favorite song. He tilted his head towards Mariya trying to keep an absentminded count to the rhythm she was tip tapping out on his palm, shifted his weight towards Nadya so she could hold on to his arm as tight as she needed, and just smiled about it. 
 
There were worse things in the world, after all, than to spend a quiet Sunday morning with the girls– their girls– bossing him around and holding onto his hand. 
 
****
 
“Sh-Shane?” 
 
Ilya woke up groggy and confused, achy and hot and disoriented in the upstairs bedroom and calling out for Shane because Shane’s voice was still echoing in his ear from the remnants of a startlingly vivid but all too short dream.
 
It had been something about spending the night together, about falling asleep in Shane’s arms. Ilya had dreamed of Shane’s hands on his face, about a kiss on his forehead so tender he could still almost feel it tingling against his skin, another kiss at his cheek and Shane whispering sweet things into his ear. Ilya could almost hear Shane’s voice, before he was even all the way awake Ilya was half turning towards the lingering phantom of Shane’s touch at his face, and he called, “Shanychka?” with his voice croaking raspy, his throat clicking dry and his hand fumbling out from under the blanket trying to find Shane’s hand to hold but—
 
Wait. No. That wasn’t right. That wasn’t right.
 
The girls were sick. Had been sick. It had been terrible Thursday night but not so bad Friday night and by Saturday morning, the flu bug had lessened enough for the girls to be downright bratty as their energy came back. Ilya vaguely remembered texting Shane an update and promising to call, he vaguely remembered doing another sanitizing wash on the sheets and blankets before reading the girls a night time story, but he didn’t remember falling asleep in Nadya’s bed and snuggling into the ruffled quilt, and he certainly didn’t remember putting any water and Gatorade on the side table. 
 
He did remember setting a morning alarm because he could feel the exhaustion and fatigue creeping in as his body fought against the creeping round of sick, and Ilya didn't understand why the alarm hadn’t gone off when the clock on his phone said almost 2 pm. 
 
…what? 
 
“Girls?” Ilya lurched to his feet, tried to lurch to his feet, clumsily swung his feet over the side of the bed and closed his eyes hoping and praying he’d find the floor because it was so so far below him, he’d been trying to stand up for ages now, surely Nadya’s bed wasn’t ten feet high, why did her bed feel ten feet high, why wasn’t he standing yet...?
 
Floor. Solid ground. Thank fuck. Ilya leveraged himself up from the overly plush mattress and braced his hands on his knees, forcing in a few slow breaths as he tried to fight past the fog of flu induced headache and the achy lethargy weighing into his bones.
 
“G-girls!” He rasped. “Masha. Nadya, where—-?” 
 
2pm. Ilya was sure he’d set an alarm so he wouldn’t sleep past their normal weekend breakfast time. He fumbled with his phone, and dropped it when his fingers didn’t want to work and his reflexes were too slow to catch it as it fell. He bent forward trying to pick it up and had to stop, had to breathe breathe breathe until the room stopped spinning.
 
“Fuck.” There was water by the bed. Gatorade too. Ilya didn't remember putting it there. His hand shook as he tried one of the lids, and he blinked in foggy confusion when it came open easy, twisting open easy in his weak grip, then gasped in exhausted relief at the first few swallows down his parched throat.
 
“Fuck.” Ilya cleared his throat and coughed, drank half the Gatorade and coughed again, then tried to stand again.
 
“Girls?” Ilya was promptly too hot and then too cold, and he dragged Nadya’s quilt up around his shoulders as he stumbled for the door. “Masha? Nadyushka? Where are you?” 
 
He barely made it down the stairs, clutching at the banister with one hand and clutching Nadya’s blanket with the other as he made his way cautiously and haltingly towards the sound of a movie playing in the living room. 
 
And surely he was seeing things, surely he was still dreaming, because it really really looked like Shane was sitting on the couch with a twin on each side, trying to sing along to one of their Princess movies and — and what? 
 
“Shane?” Ilya croaked uncertainly. “Um— wh-what?”
 
“Daddy!” Shane was abruptly abandoned when the girls caught sight of Ilya. Mariya dropped his hand and barrel rolled herself backwards over the top of the couch, landing on the floor in a heap of messy hair and striped jammies before she found her balance and raced barefoot for her daddy. Nadya was a few steps behind only because she had to untangle her arms from hugging at Shane’s bicep, but she ran for Ilya too, scooting as fast as she could around the side of the couch and throwing herself into Ilya for a strangling hug.
 
“Oh fff—!” Ilya only barely avoided cursing when the seven year olds crashed into him, knocking him off balance and sending him stumbling into the nearest wall. The blanket dropped from his shoulders when he threw his hand out to catch himself before denting the drywall, but he hid the flinch and grimace well enough to get an arm around each of the girls and hug them as tight as he could manage around whole body shivers. 
 
“There’s our big strong boy.” Shane stayed standing by the couch, his heart thump-thump tripping watching Ilya prioritize hugging the twins above his own balance or well being. He was such a good Dad. Shane wondered if he’d ever get used to being awestruck smitten about it. “How are the bugs?”
 
“The— the bugs.” Ilya still wasn’t sure how or why Shane was home with the girls, and his smile was a little bit dazed, maybe a smidge loopy as he hugged the girls close. “What um—I don’t know—?”
 
“Flu bugs, Daddy.” Mariya grabbed Ilya’s hand and put all her slight strength into trying to pull him off the wall. “They got you.”
 
“We had th-them.” Nadya joined her sister trying to heft Ilya’s disoriented deadweight into the living room to watch the movie. “And gave them to y-you. Sorry.” 
 
“Gave me flu bugs. Bozhe moy.” Ilya rubbed at his face wearily. “Ah, okay. I’m— Shane? You are here?”
 
“Yeah, I’m here.” Shane intervened when it was quickly obvious Ilya wasn’t anywhere near sturdy enough on his feet for the girls to be pushing and pulling on him. “Hey girls, maybe– whoa hey, I’ve got you.” 
 
He wrapped an arm around Ilya’s waist and pulled him into his side, holding him secure with a hand at his chest so Ilya wouldn’t sway and pitch forward too far as he tried to walk. “I’ve got you.” 
 
Ilya sagged into him right away, unsteady on his feet and really fucking bewildered by the loss of time and seemingly miraculous appearance of Shane right at home at the exact moment when Ilya needed him. 
 
“I thought– I thought–” he tried to form words, but his lips were useless, tongue sticking to the top of his mouth and the sound garbled against Shane’s shoulder because his head was too heavy to lift. “Um, Shane–” 
 
“Easy does it.” Shane turned so Ilya could fold in against his chest, bringing his other arm up to hug him properly. “It’s okay. Girls?” he lifted his chin over Ilya’s shoulder and raised his voice so the twins could hear him. “Run upstairs and brush your teeth. Maybe pick up some toys from the floor because it looks like a bomb went off up there.” 
 
“Kablooey.” Mariya giggled and Nadya cried, “Bl-blammo!” as she tossed her stuffed animal in the air. 
 
“Go on.” It was almost impossible to sound firm when he was cradling two hundred pounds of sniffly Russian in his arms, but Shane tried anyway. “Teeth brushed, room tidied. I’ll check on it after I take care of your Dad and if you did a good job, you’ll get the present I brought okay?” 
 
Ilya smiled into Shane’s shoulder when he heard the twins turn right around and thump their way back upstairs. The smile gave way to a pained, shaky whimper when Shane’s big hands landed on either side of his too hot face and helped him straighten enough for Shane to check on him. 
 
“Hey.” Shane swept his thumbs along Ilya’s cheekbones, clocking the glassy sheen in Ilya’s blue eyes and the slight wheeze to each breath. “How you doing?” 
 
“Thought I was dreaming.” Ilya’s eyelids were too heavy. He blinked, blinked, tried to blink but didn’t have the energy to open his eyes again. “F-Fuck. I uh– I heard your voice and– Dreaming? But you– you’re here?” 
 
“The girls called me at like six am.” Shane pulled him back in, tucking Ilya’s face into the curve of his throat and holding him there with a cool hand at the back of Ilya’s neck, massaging the knotted muscles with gentle pressure. “Said you had bugs.”
 
“Fuck.” Ilya hissed when even the light push of Shane’s fingertips landed too harshly prickly against his skin. “Sorry. You should’a– should’a– woke me. I had an alarm.” 
 
“No way. It’s fine, I’m glad they called me.” Shane stopped kneading the back of Ilya’s neck when he felt him flinch, and simply held him instead. “You need a quick shower and to get right back to bed.” 
 
“I wanna cigarette.” Ilya mumbled and Shane chuckled at him, “Absolutely not. It’s windy outside, you’re wheezing and you have a fever. A cigarette won’t help any of that.”
 
“You are.” he shook his head stubbornly, pressing closer into Shane’s solid frame. “A thief of joy.” 
 
“Right now I’m the only person in this house with an ounce of common sense and no flu bugs.” Shane returned mildly. “Now come on. You need a shower and to sleep this off.”
 
“Mmmm.” Ilya dug deep for the energy to hook his arms at Shane’s waist and hug him back weakly. “I’m so glad you’re here.”
 
“I’m glad I’m here too.” Shane closed his eyes, and gave himself a minute to enjoy the weight of Ilya against him. Ilya always manhandled him around like Shane didn’t weigh anything at all and he really enjoyed that, but moments like this, where Ilya was full body, full weight laying on Shane and trusting him to hold him, Shane fucking loved this.
 
He loved Ilya handling him without any effort and he loved being able to do the same. It felt like mutual support and matched stability and– and equal steadiness, maybe. Felt like neither of them were too big or too much to handle, neither of them were too small or too weak to step up and do the handling. 
 
Whatever it was, Shane loved it, so when Ilya went limp on him, heavily wholly dependent on Shane’s strength to keep him upright, Shane pressed a kiss to Ilya’s temple and held him tighter, promising, “I got it, okay? Don’t worry about anything. I’ve got the girls, I’ve got you, it’s fine.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya knew, but he still tucked Shane’s words way down deep in his heart to keep. “Thank you.” 
 
He was fucking exhausted, but he couldn’t resist a kiss at Shane’s throat, another up to his ear, and when Ilya felt Shane shiver and turn into it like he coudln’t resist either, Ilya tried like hell to dig his fingers into Shane’s butt and coax, “Missed you. Maybe ah– maybe you give me a sponge bath? Wash me all over.” 
 
“A sponge bath?” Shane’s shoulders shook as he started to laugh, and Ilya managed to pull back enough to give him a weary half smile, “It will help so much. Then I will feel better and can do the thing with my tongue you like so much?” 
 
“I’d almost be tempted if you weren’t slurring your words because you’re so out of it.” Shane patted his cheek comfortingly. “So nice try, but no. You’re not going to turn being sick into a weird horny for nurse situation.” 
 
“All situations are horny for nurse when nurse is you, Shanychka.” Ilya insisted, and god he was trying so hard to be suave and smitten and sweet. “You are beautiful.” 
 
“I know you’re trying to be cute right now,” Shane sighed in fond exasperation when the attempt at flirting only came through sounding delirious, “but really it’s just kind of sad because you’re so sick. So come on.” 
 
He helped Ilya stand steady and kept an arm at his waist so he wouldn’t fall as they turned towards Ilya’s bedroom and the huge adjoining bathroom. “Time for a shower. I’ll stay close so you don’t slip and die, okay?” 
 
“That is not romantic.” Ilya fussed as Shane steered him down the hallway. “I am trying to be romantic with you.” 
 
“Well, I hate to break it to you,” Shane sat Ilya on the side of the bed as he went to turn on the shower. “But you’ve got a fever, you’re dripping sweat and you’re trying to turn a sickie sponge bath into something sexy. That’s not romantic either.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya conceded with a tired nod. “Is fair. Okay.” 
 
After a long shower during which Shane alternated between tidying up the living room and faithfully peeking in every few minutes to make sure Ilya hadn’t actually passed out and clonked his head on the tiles, Ilya collapsed into his bed and was back asleep before Shane had finished turning on the fan and turning off the lights.
 
“Girls.” Shane shut the bedroom door and went to find the twins. “Mayday, Nadya. You wouldn’t be in the pantry getting snacks when I told you we had to wait until after I checked your room for snacks, would you?” 
 
The girls were in the pantry, their new toy tucked under one arm and a bag of chips under the other, and they froze guiltily when Shane appeared at the pantry door and sent them both a look. 
 
“First your room needs cleaned.” he reminded them firmly. “Then we can have snacks and play with the new toys. Yes?” 
 
“Da, Coach.” Mariya frowned, but put the chips back. 
 
Nadya was visually less inclined to return her Cheetos to the snack bin, but eventually she sighed, “Da, Coach.” and trailed after her sister out of the pantry and up the stairs. 
 
“Thank you.” Shane followed them up the stairs. “If your room is already done, I’ll sit up here and play with you for a while, okay? Sound good?” 
 
The idea was nice in theory, but Mariya and Nadya hadn’t even made a token attempt to clean or even tidy their huge room while Shane had been downstairs with Ilya.
 
Instead, they’d built a pyramid of stuffed animals on top of the toy chest, and since the toy chest lid couldn't be opened without disrupting the pyramid, all the dolls and action figures who belonged in the toy chest had been crammed into the oversized dollhouse. The blankets hadn’t been folded, but rather plopped into a huge pile at the far end of a suspiciously clear path that Shane would bet good money had been used as a sock-assisted slip and slide crash course. Nadya’s desk looked like an entire art supply store had been dumped on top of it and Mariya’s side of the bookshelf had been cleared out entirely, stacks of books all over the place as she’d searched for and apparently didn’t find the one very specific book she’d wanted to read at exactly that moment. 
 
“Holy shit.” Shane’s jaw dropped a little at the sheer amount of mess. “Okay. Uh–” 
 
“S-swear jar, Coach.” Nadya held out her hand, making gimme motions with her outstretched little fingers. “Pay up sssssucker.” 
 
“Swear jar money is Disney money.” Mariya sat down cross legged in the midst of all her books and plucked a random one from the pile to read. “You said a bad word, so pay up sucker.” 
 
“Wow.” Shane pulled out his wallet and handed her a bill. “Put it in the swear jar and then come right back up here and let’s take care of this mess. I’ll help. It’s only a thousand stuffed animals and a hundred blankets and millions of dolls, it should only take a few minutes right?” 
 
It took hours. Admittedly, the process would have gone faster if Shane hadn’t willingly sat on the floor and let the girls introduce him to each and every stuffed animal before it was put away, or listened attentively while they gave him backstories of varying intensity for every doll, but it was fine. The girls were wired after a couple days of being sick, they were excited to have Coach upstairs in their domain and held prisoner by their imagination as they slowly but surely managed to get the toys put away, Ilya needed the time to sleep and frankly, Shane loved having the time to just… hang out. 
 
He took the Barbie Nadya handed him and nodded along while she explained why that particular Barbie had no hair and marker drawn tattoos, and thought about Ilya telling him the girls had decided it was okay if they were boyfriends. That boys were stinky, but not Daddy and not Coach, not him, so boyfriends were okay. 
 
Shane took the stuffed beluga whale Mariya shoved at him, definitely didn’t laugh about the poor thing being named Freddie the Forehead, and realized his life could look like this more days than not here very quickly if he and Ilya made it work. 
 
When he and Ilya made it work. 
 
When he and Ilya told the girls and told everyone else and came out together and probably moved in together and went through life together because after so many years and so long stuck in Vegas, they certainly weren’t going to give up on each other, no.
 
Shane’s life could very quickly go from long days and longer, lonely nights at the cabin to noisy days with the girls and nights spent sleeping in Ilya’s arms. At some point in the not too terribly distant future, he could be wrapping Christmas presents and stacking them under the tree while Ilya made cookies and the girls wore matching pajamas on Christmas Eve. They’d have an anniversary to celebrate, maybe even more than one, maybe they’d celebrate the day he moved to Montbonne or the day in February when they officially decided to do it the right way, it could be an anniversary of the end of monkhood and they just wouldn’t tell anybody that’s why they celebrated that particular day. 
 
Fuck. Shane paused in the middle of trying to fit what could only be described as a Halloween-i-fied princess dress on one of Mariya’s dolls and closed his eyes tight. 
 
This could be his life and one day he could be celebrating an I Do anniversary with the boy he'd loved since they were both practically kids, and that didn’t scare him in the slightest, what the fuck. 
 
“Coach? V chyom delo?” Mariya put her hand on Shane’s arm, bent in and peered at him closely, pushing her wild hair out of her eyes so she could see him better. “Are you okay?” 
 
“Sorry. Yeah.” Shane loved when the girls spoke Russian. He didn’t understand it, they spoke so fast and their high pitched little voices made it harder to pull apart the words and syllables and attempt to translate like he was learning to do with the phrases Ilya used all the time, but he still loved it, felt like maybe it meant they really were comfortable with him if they could switch between English and Russian without worrying that he wouldn’t understand. “Yeah. Um. I’m fine. So who is this doll again? What’s her name?” 
 
“Mrs. Doctor Monster.” She showed him the stitches drawn on the dolls forehead. “Like Frankstink.” 
 
“F-Franken-st-stink.” Nadya corrected and Shane guessed, “Do you mean Frankenstein? Mrs. Doctor Frankenstein?” 
 
“No.” Mariya carried the doll over to the dollhouse and lay her out on one of the little bed. “Frankenstink.” 
 
“Does she have a husband?” Shane eyed a Ken doll that had been on what looked like an unfortunate arm amputation. “Is there a Mr. Doctor Frankenstink?” 
 
“A husband?” Mariya looked scandalized by the idea. “Ew! No!” 
 
“Ew.” Nadya flung the one armed Ken Doll into the box with as much disdain as she could muster. “B-Boys are gross.” 
 
“Not you Coach.” 
 
“Orrr Daddy.” 
 
“But the other ones.” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
Shane offered a placating, “Okay, no Mr. Doctor Frankenstink.” to side step the girls’s outrage over the Madame Doctor needing to be married, and thought this could be my life, holy shit, then held out his hands grinning for the next toy and the next all important backstory, the next diversion and conversation and random chatter that was sure to stretch their attempt at cleaning up out even longer. 
 
And it was really, actually very much fine. 
 
****
 
Ilya’s phone rang at some point close to seven p.m., buzzing and vibrating and rattling against the trinkets on Nadya’s side table with a Facetime call from Svetlana and Shane startled when he heard it. He hadn’t realized Ilya’s phone was still on the table by Nadya’s bed, and he sure as hell hadn’t realized it was almost seven at night, so when he automatically hit answer on the Facetime request, his face filled Svetlana’s screen flushed and confused and uncertain as he stammered, “Uh hi?” 
 
“Coach!” Svetlana’s smile broadened, her pretty eyes lighting in surprise when she saw him. “Hi! How are you?” 
 
“Uh, good. Good.” Shane sat down on Nadya’s bed and wiped at his face a few times when he caught glimmers of glitter from Nadya’s rainbow rhinestone pony on his cheek. “How are you?” 
 
“I'm fine." Svetlana laughed softly and tapped at her cheek, miming where Shane still had a bunch of glitter. "You look festive. What's the occassion?"
 
"You know. Just, uh.” Shane reversed the screen so Svetlana could see the girls room, the mostly put away toys, and the twins with armfuls of stuffies. “Trying and sorta failing at cleaning the upstairs bedroom.” 
 
“Mama!” 
 
“M-M-Mama!” 
 
“Hullo my babies!” Svetlana blew the girls kisses, waggling her slim fingers in a wave. “Where is your Daddy?” 
 
“We gave him bugs.” 
 
“Flu bu-bu-bugs!” 
 
“Ilyushka is sick?” Svetlana’s voice pitched in concern, and Shane turned the camera back to himself to reassure her, “It’s only a cold. I think he’s more tired than anything. The girls called me this morning when he was still sleeping, so I came over and put him into a shower then right back to bed and I’ve been here all day.” 
 
“And he is willingly resting?” Her finely arched brows shot towards her hairline. “Did you have to sedate him? Tranquilize him from a distance while he insisted on doing some stupid chore despite clearly being halfway to his deathbed?” 
 
“What?” Shane laughed at her in surprise. “What? No. I didn’t have to sedate him, what the hell are you talking about?”  
 
“Ah, you still do not realize how much he trusts and adores you.” She laughed softly at Shane’s confused expression. “Not once in our entire friendship or in our marriage did I ever see Ilya admit to not feeling well, much less take the time to recover. He had Covid so terrible when we first moved from Russia, I had to take him to the hospital and he still tried to deny anything was wrong even with a hydration IV hooked up! But his Jane swoops in and tells him to shower and nap and he listens? He is willingly resting and not stressing about what he might be missing or should be doing?”
 
She clicked her tongue teasingly. “That is a super power! Use it wisely. With great power comes great sickie caretaker duties or whatever the Spider-boy says.” 
 
And softer, “I’m glad he’s safe with you. He was never able to stop worrying long enough to rest when before Grigori passed and I don’t think I ever saw him manage it after Grigori was gone either. I’m glad he finally can with you.” 
 
“Yeah well.” Shane cleared his throat. Scratched at his eyebrow. Svetlana was saying the same thing she’d been saying on the porch after Mariya had been hurt, about how Ilya had never cried with her, how he'd never been that open with her, but he was with Shane because Shane was the only one for him.
 
And he knew it was true. Ilya had held his hand and looked him in the eye and said as much, but it was still a little overwhelming to hear it again from the one person in the world who’d ever had even a slim chance at being the only other one for Ilya. 
 
“Um.” he cleared his throat again. Scratched his eyebrow, his eye lid, his cheek. “Well–” 
 
“I only called to talk to the girls.” Svetlana changed the subject smoothly, rescuing Shane from trying to figure out how to acknowledge and maybe brag about just how special he was to Ilya and how Ilya being willing to rest and admit to being sick proved something intense and safe about their relationship. “Sunday night, I always call to talk to them before the school week.” 
 
“Right. Yeah. Okay.” Shane’s expression briefly relaxed, then pinched all over again, “Crap. It’s like seven o’ clock and I haven’t made them dinner yet.” 
 
“Sunday night dinner is usually grilled cheese and tomato soup.” Svetlana prompted helpfully. “Ilya makes the tomato soup from scratch, but when I was there when Masha was hurt, I put a few cans of the condensed stuff in the cupboard for a quick meal. I guarantee he hasn’t touched them. For someone who gleefully lived off of Cup ‘O Soup for most of the first year after moving to Boston, he’s gotten terribly snobby about anything from a can. Use that and I’m sure there’s fresh bread from the bakery or at least some rolls you can pop into the panini press to make grilled cheese.” 
 
“Oh. That’s great, thank you.” Shane’s shoulders slumped in relief. “I was going to order some pizza, but if this is the normal Sunday night meal, I’ll do that instead. Help them stick to their routine.” 
 
“Mariya likes shredded cheese in hers and Nadya prefers sliced.” Svetlana added, then. “I swear there’s no difference in how the cheese melts or tastes, but it’s not worth fussing at either of them for their pickiness and it’s certainly not worth the meltdown if heaven forbid, they catch you using the wrong cheese. Also, diagonal cut. You will face a wrath heretofore untold if you hand them straight cut grilled cheese.”
 
“Heard and heard.” Shane nodded jerkily. “Thanks, Svetlana.” 
 
“Coparenting is much much easier when everyone is on Project Keep the Kiddos Happy.” she winked at him. “Team work makes the dream work, right? Let me talk to the girls and I’ll set a reminder for…” she checked the time. “Twenty minutes? That should give you plenty of time to check on Ilya, get dinner ready, all that sort of thing?” 
 
“Perfect, thank you.” 
 
“Thank you for helping with our girls, Jane.” She tapped her lips twice in a quick double kiss. “I’ll send them down to you in twenty minutes.” 
 
“Bye, Svetlana.” Shane hesitated, hesitated, then tapped his lips twice back her and held out the phone for the twins. “Girls, come talk to your Mama.” 
 
“Mama!” 
 
“M-m-mama!”
 
“We gave Daddy bugs.”
 
“Flu ones!”
 
“He snored so loud!” 
 
“C-Coach is here th-th-though!”
 
“I am so glad Coach is there with you!” Svetlana exclaimed. “Nadya, my angel. Have you filled up your new sketch book, yet?” 
 
“Da Mama! C-C-Come see!” 
 
Shane left the phone upstairs so the twins could chat with Svetlana, and headed down the hall to peek in at Ilya, went to the kitchen to heat up the tomato soup and plug in the panini press, then very carefully put the very specifically correct cheese on a couple of sandwiches. 
 
The dinner wasn’t anything particularly special, but the idea of a predictable, simple every Sunday night dinner made Shane smile as he prepared a couple extra sandwiches for himself and for Ilya. Kids needed a good routine and hell, Shane loved a good routine and there was something undeniably comforting about ending potentially chaotic weekends with the same simple, familiar meal. Sandwiches and soup. Calm food for a calm evening. Easy to make and easy to eat and sure to coax little ones to bed early once their tummies were full and warm. 
 
At almost twenty minutes on the dot, the twins came down the stairs with Ilya’s phone held out for Shane, and he caught it just as it slipped from Nadya’s fingers and almost cracked not the counter.
 
“Okay. Go wash your hands and come eat.” Shane made sure the FaceTime call had disconnected before plugging Ilya’s phone into one of the chargers in the corner, then ladled up the soup and cut the grilled cheese sandwiches diagonally, plating them each according to which girl preferred which cheese and setting it all on the table. 
 
“Water bottle for Mayday.” Shane cracked the lid on the kid sized water bottles and put it by her plate. “Cup of water with ice for–” 
 
“Shane?” Ilya appeared at the kitchen entryway, bleary eyed and messy haired but looking must less feverish than he had several hours previous. “You are still here?” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane set the glass of iced water in front of Nadya, then wiped his hands and came around the table, opening his arms for a hug. “Hey. Yeah, of course I’m still here.” 
 
“Of course.” Ilya folded into a hug, wrapping both arms around Shane’s waist and groaning appreciatively when Shane rocked up onto his toes to tuck him in and hold him close, strong hands kneading down his back to press him in at every possible inch. “Fuck.” he mumbled into Shane’s throat. “M’so glad you’re still here.” 
 
“I’m–” Shane had to pause. Swallow. Close his eyes and take a breath and find his words again when Ilya’s lips pursed at the crook of his neck and kissed something whispered and Russian into his skin. Shane didn’t know what it meant, he couldn’t quite hear exactly what Ilya said, but he was sure it was one of the same things Ilya whispered when they were in bed together, when Shane was half gone floaty with Ilya’s fingers in his mouth and Ilya rained kissed all over his face and throat or down his back depending on how they were laying, and punctuated every other one, sometimes every single one, with a list and litany of Russian endearments. 
 
And Shane started to say no big deal or I’m happy to help but when Ilya’s fingers clutched greedily if not still a little bit weakly at his side and his lips kept moving whisper soft at his skin talking sweet to him, Shane said the other thing instead. The truthful thing. The clunky sounding but wholly honest admission that he was really fucking happy to be there with the girls, with Ilya, being needed and being useful and being part of their cozy, tight knit little world. 
 
“I’m glad I’m still here, too.” he hugged Ilya in tighter, angled his head so he could brush a light kiss over Ilya’s forehead and check his temperature, then at his cheek because he couldn’t help chasing a little bit more even though he knew the girls were watching. “Are you hungry?” 
 
“For you?” Ilya mumbled and Shane tsked at him, chastising under his breath, “Can’t be a horndog when the girls are right here.” 
 
“Booo…” Ilya lamented, but nodded in agreement. “Yes. I am starving.” 
 
“Come on, then. I’ve got extra soup and I’ll make you a sandwich.” Shane pulled away slowly, let his hands linger at Ilya’s waist, at his hips, before hooking their fingers together and guiding Ilya towards the table. “Come on.” 
 
Ilya got through enough food to take medicine to counter the fever and whole body aches, while Nadya and Mariya managed to talk their Daddy’s ear off at a mostly acceptable volume and only had to be gently tempered by Shane twice over the course of several grilled cheeses and two full bowls of soup. 
 
“Look.” Mariya pulled up her shirt and patted her bare stomach, giggling at the roundness. “Soup belly.” 
 
“Mmmme too!” Nadya stuck her tummy out as far as she could and laughed too. “Soup belly!” 
 
“I don’t get it.” Shane nudged Ilya’s foot under the table. “What’s the soup belly thing?” 
 
“Is from Sveta.” Ilya told him with a smile towards his girls. “When they were little, it was milk belly. They were milk drunk babies with milk bellies. Now is soup. Sveta is ah–” he hesitated, eyes darting towards the ceiling as he tried to find the words. “She is very careful to not talk about size with the girls. No portion control or dieting or–” 
 
“Oh.” Shane got it immediately. The girls were only seven, but it wouldn’t be all that long before they started noticing bodies, their own and the ones shown in commercials and whether or not they were built bulky like their Daddy or their supermodel thin Mama. “So soup belly is–” 
 
“Because full bellies are happy bellies and happy bellies are beautiful.” Ilya confirmed. “Sveta is very strict about it. Only good thoughts for food and bellies.” 
 
“Huh.” Shane thought maybe he could have used someone as adamantly body positive in his life over the years, especially after Vegas when his diet had tipped fully into eating issues disguised as optimal performance plans, especially after getting injured, when every single bite of food had felt like failure towards a body that didn’t work the way it used to. “That’s cute.” 
 
“I wonder sometimes when they will outgrow it.” Ilya lowered his voice as the twins gathered up their dishes and dutifully carried them to the sink. “Maybe one day it will be embarrassing and not funny so they will stop? Or maybe they will be in college and laughing about it because is silly and familiar? I do not know, but I hope it is not soon.” 
 
I love you. Shane almost said it. Almost blurted it right out sitting there at the table when Ilya’s blue eyes were wistful and almost resigned thinking of the inevitability of his girls growing up. 
 
But, “Okay girls.” That time Shane was sort of relieved the words stuck in his throat. He didn’t know when it would be exactly the right time to say it all out loud, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t in front of the twins while Ilya was sick. “Good job with dinner. We can put on one episode of your show while I do the dishes, then we can have some ice cream–” 
 
“Oh!” Mariya gasped out loud, and both Nadya’s hands flew to cover her mouth in excitement. 
 
“I do not understand.” It was Ilya’s turn to look confused. “Why is ice cream such a big deal?” 
 
“I told you Coach would bring ice cream.” Mariya whispered loudly, and Nadya shook her had solemnly, “He l-l-lied. Pants on f-fire.” 
 
“I didn’t lie.” Shane defended himself, and Ilya looked between the three of them, smiling slowly as he realized what was happening. “I just said no ice cream for breakfast! I never said we couldn’t have it for a snack.” 
 
“Spasibo, Coach!” 
 
“Sp-spasiso, Coach!” 
 
The girls ran to the living room to claim their spots on the couch, and Shane went after them to get a show turned on and a single episode started. He turned the volume up a few notches louder than necessary, warned the girls maybe a smidge too firmly to make sure and stay seated right there on the couch until he came back with ice cream, then turned on his heel and went right back to the kitchen, right to Ilya to cup his chin and lay a kiss square on his lips. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya grabbed for Shane’s wrist to hold him there, to hold him close. His lips parted, brow furrowing like he wanted to say something else, but he finally just shook his head and leaned up for another one. 
 
“What do you usually do when you’re sick?” Shane gave him one more short kiss, then busied himself clearing the table and washing up the few dishes. “With the girls, or with the bakery. What do you usually do when you can’t get out of bed, but they’re feeling okay and need to get to school and that sort of thing?” 
 
“I just deal with it.” Ilya flicked his hand out in a vague motion, but winced and rubbed at his forehead as the lingering sick migraine started to make a reappearance. He was feeling better, but sitting in the bright kitchen and eating so much bread and soup had him lethargic and woozy and even the little bit of conversation was taxing his current mental capacity. “Parents ah– we do not get sick days.” 
 
“Well, you can have today as a sick day.” Shane scrubbed at the tomato soup pan. “Today and tomorrow. I’ll help.” 
 
“Yeah?” Ilya checked in, and Shane sent him a quick look, a quick smile over his shoulder, “Yeah of course. I’ve got it. Got the girls and got you. It’s okay.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya studied him for a minute, brow creasing again like there was something big he wanted to say but couldn’t quite get the words out. “Spasibo, Shanychka.” 
 
“Anytime.” Shane promised and meant it. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
Ilya fought against his exhaustion and the creeping dizziness to help with the girls nighttime routine, reminding Shane about the no brushing teeth together because of toothpaste wars rule, and over seeing the traditional Sunday night pajama pick so the girls would wear the same set of pajamas until Wednesday instead of having a new pair every night and tripling the amount of laundry Ilya had to do. Shane ducked downstairs to use the bathroom and give Ilya a few minutes of privacy with the girls for the all important bedtime-stuffie-night-night speech, but he made it back up the stairs and just outside the door in time to hear Ilya tell the twins, “I love you, and Mama loves you, yes?” 
 
“Goodnight, Daddy.” 
 
“Ya tebya lyublyu Daddy…” 
 
Shane poked his head in to smile at the girls and promise, “I’ll be right downstairs all night if you need anything okay? Good night.” 
 
“Night Coach.” 
 
“Sw-Sweet dreams Coach.” 
 
And, “You are staying the night?” Ilya took Shane’s hand as they walk down the stairs, but Shane untangled their fingers and hooked his arm at Ilya’s  waist when Ilya swayed and pitched a little down the steep steps.
 
“Hold that if you’re dizzy.” Shane demanded, motioning towards the bannister. “And yeah, I’m staying the night. That way if you need anything, I’m here, and if the girls need anything I’m here so you don’t have to worry.”
 
Shane hadn’t actually planned to spend the night. He was entirely unprepared to spend the night, with no pajamas and no toiletries or anything. But Ilya was still shaky and it would be easier to stay the night than it would be to drive over first thing in the morning to help with school stuff so… yes, actually that was all the convincing Shane needed. 
 
It wasn’t the first time sleepover at the East End house that Shane had imagined, but it was fine. They had plenty of time later for make up sleepovers that didn’t involve solo babysitting and dispensing cold medication.
 
“You will sleep with me?” Ilya pressed as they stepped into the bedroom. “There are no sheets in the spare bedroom, you should sleep in here with me.”
 
“You need to sleep.” Shane denied him with a shake of his head. “So no. Because I guarantee you’ll try to grope me if I’m in bed with you, and groping doesn’t make for any actual rest.”
 
“I will sleep better if you are here.” Ilya scowled when Shane only pulled the covers back on one side of the bed. “And no groping. Scouts honor.”
 
“Ilya.” Shane motioned towards the bed, exasperated, “Just go the fuck to sleep so you can feel better please.”
 
“Fine.” Ilya grumbled his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth, and grumbled his way back to the bed, sliding under the cover with an exaggerated huff. “At least gimme kiss. A real one.”
 
“No.” Shane pecked a kiss to Ilya’s still too warm forehead. “You’re sick and gross.”
 
“Asshole.”
 
“Invalid.” Shane kissed his forehead again, then kissed his cheek too, just because he couldn’t resist. “Do you have an extra toothbrush I can have?”
 
“Bottom drawer, bathroom. But Sh--Shane. This isn’t—“ a jaw cracking yawn uninterrupted the sentence, and Ilya shuddered through it, all the exhaustion and body aches hitting him at once now that he was in bed, under the heavy covers, his stomach full of soup and his mind blessedly blank because Shane was there taking care of everything so Ilya didn’t have to worry. 
 
“I’m—“ he tried again. “First sleepover here at home.” yawn. “I wanted it to be good. T’be fun. Not like this.”
 
“Hey hey, it’s fine.” Shane shushed him with a quiet promise, “Don’t worry about that right now.”
 
“I want a re-do.” Ilya’s eyelids suddenly weighed about a thousand pounds as he lay back in the plush pillows and Shane pulled the blanket to his chest, smoothing it over his frame. “Wanna— will be better for you next time.”
 
“Next time sounds really good to me.” came the quick, whispered reassurance. “We’ll talk about it later. When you don’t have a fever.”
 
“Mmmboring…”
 
“Sure I am,” Shane traced his fingers up and down the line of Ilya’s jaw a few times, slow and soothing until Ilya’s eyes fell all the way shut and his breathing started to slow. “Goodnight, Ilya.”
 
Shane tiptoed to the bathroom to find the toothbrush and toothpaste, then crept to the dresser under the window and rummaged as quietly as he could through the clothes inside until he found a pair of lounge pants and a faded, comfortable shirt to borrow as pajamas. He went  back to the bed to make sure Ilya was out, his breathing deep and slow and features sleep loose and relaxed, then set his lips lightly lightly to Ilya’s temple, gathered his courage and got the words out in a barely audible whisper, “I love you.”
 
Shane clicked the lamp off as he left the room, pulling the door almost all the way shut behind him to give Ilya as much quiet and dark as he could, and padded down the hall to the living room to put together a makeshift bed on the couch for himself.
 
He didn’t notice Ilya stirring in the bed, putting his fingers to his temple where Shane had kissed and smiling a little bit thrilled before giving into exhausted sleep, his ears ringing with Shane’s barely whispered, clamoring too loud in his heart I love you.
 
*****
 
Monday 
 
Shane slept on the living room couch, tossing and turning through a fitful few hours of sleep. He was on edge all night listening for any noise from the girls upstairs, for Ilya calling for him or coughing too hard or the tell-tale sound of multiple toilet flushes which meant a worsening upset stomach. 
 
And it was… weird… to be sleeping at the East End house for the first time. None of the ways Shane had imagined his first sleepover at Ilya’s place would go had involved sleeping alone. Or on the couch. Certainly not staring up at the ceiling listening for sick sounds or kid sounds and waffling between being thrilled over being a trusted part of Ilya’s world and being pouty because it had been several days since he’d been kissed properly and it had only been a week since they’d finally broken the whole celibate vow thing and fuck Shane was too needy, too greedy to be spending the night alone on the couch while his boyfriend was sleeping right down the hall…
 
…Anyway. Morning came early. Shane gave up on sleeping around five a.m., his long established circadian rhythm pushing him up off the couch because it was time to get up, time to get ready to skate, time to head into town for his daily morning routine. 
 
Except he was at Ilya’s place, so the morning wasn’t about showering and getting his skate bag and heading into the community rink for an hour of ice time. Monday morning, for the first time in Shane’s entire life, he kissed a still sleeping Ilya good morning, then had to help two little girls get ready for school. 
 
Oh boy. 
 
Breakfast was relatively easy. Ilya was both a wildly enabling and overly accommodating parent, so yes the girls had specific cereals they ate on specific days, and yes the bowls were color coded so the twins never argued over who got which one, but all of Mariya’s bowls were thick plastic so her spoon didn’t clink loud on the side and make her cringe while Nadya’s bowls were deeper, her preferred spoons longer handled to compensate for the depth. There was no fighting, no fussing, nothing but the girls bossily informing Shane of which cereal and bowl was theirs, and then sitting down to quickly eat their breakfast.
 
Shane hadn’t known how to broach the topic of picking out school clothes, and since his entire experience with girls and clothes and getting ready for the day revolved around his Mom and her oversized closet, far too many shoes and inability to ever be ready more than a minute before it was time to leave for an event, he was a little bit terrified to even open Mariya and Nadya’s closet and try to wade on through. 
 
“We have Monday clothes.” Mariya scrunched up her face confused when Shane opened their closet door and looked around very obviously lost. “Look.” 
 
“M-Monday clothes, Coach.” Nadya held up a neatly folded pair of leggings and a matching shirt draped over the edge of the bed. “Daddy h-helped us pick them out last-last-last night.” 
 
“Oh thank god.” Shane scrubbed his hands over his face and nodded. “I’m so glad your Dad is on top of all of this. Okay. You don’t need help getting dressed, right? Seven year olds, you can get dressed by yourself?” 
 
“Get out, Coach!” Mariya hollered and Nadya burst into giggles when Shane whipped around and high tailed it right out of their room.
 
Breakfast, check. Cleaned up and dressed, check. The only thing left to do was tackle two sets of ultra curly, ultra tangled hair without breaking brushes or snapping a hundred scrunchies or reducing the twins and maybe himself to tears before the process was over, and since that felt both mostly impossible and also fucking terriying, Shane stared down at the assortment of products, ties, combs and brushes for a solid minute, then picked up his phone and Facetime’d Svetlana. 
 
“Uh hey. Good morning. Sorry to call so early.” 
 
“Coach.” Svetlana was in the car, and she pushed her sunglasses up into her hair to smile at the screen. “Good morning. How is Ilyushka?” 
 
“He’s still sleeping, we’re trying to be quiet so he can rest.” Shane switched the camera around so Svetlana could see the bathroom counter and the millions of hair accessories. “Can you help with all this, please?” 
 
“I can absolutely help.” Svetlana laughed at him, not mean but completely understanding of how overwhelming doing the twins' hair would be for someone with zero practice. “Get the girls and we’ll get started, go on.” 
 
In between chatting with the girls, Svetlana walked Shane through which brush to use on their curls, which product helped with frizz and which other one helped more with curl definition. She knew which hair ties Nadya could handle and which ones Mariya could not stand, which clips could hold curls securely and which were entirely useless for anything other than decoration. 
 
The end result was a set of fairly tidy ponytails without any snapped hair ties and an assortment of clips and barrettes that looked mostly okay, so Shane called it a win. 
 
“Thank you, Svetlana.” he said earnestly and she winked at him, “Anytime. Thank you for helping our girls so much. Hug them bye for me.” 
 
“Yeah, I will.” Shane tapped his lips twice in response when she did, then hung up and turned to the dressed, tidy, twins. “Time for school?”
 
“Buckle it up! Buckle it up! Buckle it up or you’ll die!” 
 
The girls sang their hilariously morbid seatbelt song on the way to school, and Shane was so worn out from the morning routine that he didn’t have the energy to do anything other than smile over their scratchy, off tune little voices screeching through the blessedly short song. 
 
“Okay, here we go.” Parents weren’t supposed to park and get out of the vehicle in the drop off line at the Montbonne Elementary School. Shane did it anyway. He pulled up as far as he could, then threw the car in park and waved at the attending teacher apologetically as he jogged around the car to open the door and heft Mariya out and onto the sidewalk, then lift Nadya out as well. “I’ll be back to pick you up after school okay? Have a good day.” 
 
“B-bye to Coach.” Nadya wrapped her little arms around his waist and squeezed tight, and Mariya chirped, “Bye to Coach!” before grabbing her sister’s hand and skipping away down the sidewalk to the playground entrance. 
 
“Shit.” Shane propped his hands on his hips and blew out a deep breath. “I didn’t make them lunch. I didn’t make– hey, Mrs. Wallace?” 
 
He hurried over to the attending teacher. “Hi. I’m sorry. I forgot to pack lunch for Nadya and Mariya, so can I like– like bring them something at lunch time? Oh crap, what time is their lunch time?” 
 
“Coach Hollander.” Mrs. Wallace held up a hand to stop him, reassuring. “The twins always have the option of having school lunch if they forget their regular lunch at home.” 
 
“Okay, can I give you some money for that or–?” 
 
“Coach Hollander, you’re holding up the entire line.” 
 
“Shit. Sorry!” Shane ran back to his car, grimacing when someone further down the line honked in annoyance at being held up for so long. “Sorry! I’m new at this! It’s my first day! Sorry!” 
 
He called Alicia after dropping the girls off at school, drumming his fingers anxiously on the wheel as he waited for her to pick up, absentmindedly wondering if it was overstepping to call Ilya out of work, but ultimately deciding he didn’t care. Ilya needed to rest so Shane was going to make sure he rested.
 
“Hello?”
 
“Hey Alicia, it’s Shane.” He waited a beat, then added awkwardly, “Hollander. Coach Hollander.”
 
“Yes, Coach Shane Hollander,” Alicia chuckled at him. “What can I do for you, hon?”
 
“Ilya’s sick.” Shane didn’t know how many details to give, not sure whether he even needed to justify the owner of the bakery being too under the weather to show up for work, not sure if giving any details would lead Alicia to rightfully assume he’d spent the night at Ilya’s place, not sure if Alicia knew enough to care about that sort of thing or– or not? Maybe? 
 
Fuck. 
 
“It’s not bad.” he offered lamely. “But he won’t be in today. Maybe not tomorrow either.” 
 
“Oh poor thing.” Alicia clicked her tongue. “He must be clear tuckered out if he’s willing to miss work. You know how he is, he’s one’a those boys who’d rather die than admit he’s got the sniffles. I hope you’re taking care of him.” 
 
“I uh–” Shane cleared his throat. “Yes. I’m trying.” 
 
“You just let me know if you need any help with the twins, I’m on the pick up list for school and I’m happy to hold onto them at the bakery until it’s time for practice tonight, alright?” 
 
“Thanks, Alicia.” 
 
“Sure thing, hon. Give Ilya my love.” 
 
Shane stopped by the store for a few things, then headed to the cabin to take a shower and hopefully get in a long enough nap to compensate for the lack of decent sleep. He made it to the cabin and two steps through the front door before his phone chimed with an incoming message. 
 
From Lily: Where are you?
 
From Jane: I took the girls to school and went back to the cabin. I need a shower and clean clothes.
 
From Lily: You could have used my shower. And my clothes. 
 
From Lily: And thank you, for girls. I did not hear you leave this morning, did you hug the girls extra tight when you dropped them off so they did not miss a hug from me?
 
From Jane: I hugged them extra tight, yes. And I did use some of your clothes, I borrowed pajama pants to sleep in last night.
 
From Lily: You slept on the couch? You could have slept with me. No jammies needed. Sans pantalones.
 
From Jane: No Ilya, you were sick and gross. 
 
From Jane: Are you feeling better?  
 
At the East End house, Ilya took a fortifying sip of his coffee and sank a little cozier into the couch, dragging the blanket that still smelled like Shane’s cologne and hair product up over his shoulders. 
 
There was a photo album on the sofa table, the one labelled Hockey 2008-2014. He’d been working on adding pictures to that particular album off and on all week, but he’d put the album away on the shelf for safe keeping once the girls had gotten sick. Ilya knew he’d put the album away on the bookshelf, because he’d very specifically tucked the envelope of photos from Shane between the pages so he would remember where he’d stopped in sorting the annotated pictures into the right spot. 
 
Now the photo album was out on the sofa table with several additional pages filled in, the photos meticulously fit into the clear protectors, only three per page so the notes and dates on the back of the pictures were visible on the backside, an index card filled in with extra details when the pictures transitioned to a new year, names and positions listed in Shane’s neat handwriting if there were several people in the photo and too much information to cram onto the back of one single page. 
 
“Fuck, Hollander.” Ilya flipped through the pages Shane had filled out, all the snapshots from moments where their lives had orbited and intersected for those five years before Ilya had gone back to Russia, all the memories Ilya was so afraid to lose, but had been too afraid to keep. 
 
He set his coffee down and rubbed at his temple, the same spot Shane had kissed before whispering I love you. “Fuck.” 
 
From Lily: I miss you. You take such good care of me. Come back and do it again. 
 
From Jane: You’re just trying to butter me up so I’ll agree to the sponge bath. 
 
From Lily: Two things can be true at same time.
 
From Lily: Come back.
 
From Jane: I’ll pick the girls up from school and stay until practice, then bring them back again afterwards. I’ll stay long enough to make sure everyone gets something to eat before bed. 
 
From Lily: Come back now.
 
From Jane: You need to sleep some more. 
 
From Lily: I will sleep better with you here.
 
From Jane: You’re a big boy, you’ll manage. 
 
From Lily: But you didn’t kiss me goodbye this morning.
 
From Jane: I did. You were just comatose and don’t remember.
 
From Lily: Okay so the kisses do not count then. Comatose kisses are not real kisses.
 
From Jane: Ilya.
 
From Lily: Shane. 
 
From Jane: Jesus Christ. 
 
****
 
East End
 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane punched in the code for the front door and let himself into the house, kicked out of his shoes and made a beeline straight for the living room couch, snatching at the edges of the blanket around Ilya’s shoulders and using it to haul him up to sitting. 
 
“You are,” Shane pulled him into a quick kiss. “A needy, whiny, high maintenance disaster when you’re sick.” 
 
“Oh helloooooo nurse.” Ilya fell back against the arm of the couch like he was swooning, legs splayed and a silly grin curving at his mouth as he reached for Shane with both hands. “You came home?” 
 
“You are unbelievable.” Shane braced a hand on the couch so he wouldn’t tumble his full weight onto Ilya. “And,” he punctuated his complaint with another kiss and a quick brush at Ilya’s forehead to check his temperature. “You’re supposed to be sleeping.” 
 
“I will sleep better with you here.” Ilya slid his hands under Shane’s shirt, holding at his waist longingly. “And you owe me non comatose kisses."
 
“Fuck.” Shane grabbed Ilya’s chin and kissed him hard, slotting their mouths together and pushing his tongue past the seam of Ilya’s lips until Ilya opened with a needy sounding moan and melted into the couch beneath him. “There. Happy?” 
 
“I ah–” Ilya touched his lips dazedly, throat working as he tried to swallow. “Yes. Happy. Thank you. That was nice.” 
 
“You’re a whole idiot.” Shane rolled his eyes, but his hold at Ilya’s chin softened into a gentle sweep of his fingers up Ilya’s cheek and into his hair, pushing the messy curls away from his face. “Just so you know, if I end up sick because you wanted a fucking kiss? I’m going to let the serial killer who lives down my road gut you and dump you in the lake.” 
 
“I thought there was no serial killer.” Ilya turned into Shane’s palm at the side of his face with a dopey little smile. “Only you.” 
 
“I said what I said.”
 
“Is risk I will take.” Ilya reached for Shane’s other hand, twining their fingers together. “You will stay a while with me?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane settled onto the edge of the couch so he could lean in for a proper kiss, sliding his mouth along the scruff on Ilya’s jaw to reach his ear, then nuzzle down the length of his neck. “If you promise to behave and try to get some sleep, I’ll stay.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya let Shane help him up from the couch and lead him down the hall to the bedroom, and he behaved right up until Shane fluffed up the pillows and turned down the covers, then snapped his fingers and said, “Take your pants off.” 
 
“Shockingly enough, I don’t have to be naked to sit with you while you rest.” Shane sat on top of the covers and patted the cool sheets for Ilya to join him. “Come on.” 
 
“Is doctors orders.” Ilya shook his head. “Pants off. Shirt too. For my ah– sensitivities.” 
 
“Fuck you and your sensitivities.” Shane shucked his pants off and folded them on the end of the bed, then dragged his hoodie off too. “There. Better?” 
 
“Under the covers.” 
 
“You are ridiculous. I’m going to tell everyone how ridiculous former professional hockey player and father of two daughters Ilya Rozanov is when he has the sniffles.” Shane’s threat fell flat, partly due to the smile on his face, partly due to how quickly he got rid of his t-shirt before scooting under the covers and opening his arms. “Get over here, you big baby.” 
 
“That is not how I like you to call me baby.” Ilya fit himself between Shane’s legs, scooching and inching and settling in until he was comfortable and cozy and held with Shane’s knees pressed to his sides, his head pillowed on Shane’s stomach and Shane’s hands already in his hair, scratching lightly down his back and hugging him in tight. 
 
“Hmmm…” he closed his eyes and groaned quietly once he was still and the achy fatigue in his bones was starting to ease. The sniffles and scratchy throat weren’t so bad after a night of deep sleep, but Ilya was still tired right down to his core, his muscles so sore that even sitting up on the couch long enough for coffee and a bit of breakfast had left him dizzy. Having Shane back home was a relief, closing his eyes and sinking into the bed surrounded by Shane’s warmth and strength felt like a fucking miracle. 
 
Still, Ilya braced his hands at Shane’s waist and pinched him a tiny bit so he could snark, “You say I am ridiculous, but you would not get undressed so fast if you did not want it too.” 
 
“Don’t fucking push it, Mr. Rozanov.” 
 
Ilya smiled so wide, so pleased that Shane felt it against his stomach, felt the shape of Ilya’s mouth change against his skin, the huff of warm breath and the barest hint of wet from his tongue before Ilya turned into him further and sighed shivery and content. 
 
“Stay, Shanychka.” 
 
“I’m right here.” Shane curled up so he could kiss the top of Ilya’s head. “I promise I’m right here.” 
 
*****
 
“I need a shower.” Ilya decided later, when his stomach growled enough to wake him up but he was reluctant to leave Shane’s arms and even more reluctant to go any longer without scrubbing the sick and tired off himself.
 
“Okay.” Shane had only been half dozing while some nature documentary played on low volume on the bedroom TV, and he shook himself out of it to offer, “Do you want me to start it for you? Then I’ll order in some lunch?” 
 
“Lunch is a good idea.” Ilya pushed himself off Shane with a groan, rolling clumsily towards the side of the bed and standing on shaky legs. “But shower is an invitation, yes?” he hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his underwear and raised his eyebrows in what he hoped was an obviously lecherous sort of invitation. “You will take me up on it?” 
 
“Nice try, Typhoid Mary.” Shane denied immediately. “Not until you’re all the way better.” 
 
“What if I need help standing in the shower?” 
 
“Then you can sit.” Shane laughed when Ilya’s expression transformed into a petulant pout. “You can’t try to invite me to a sexy shower, then turn it into a sponge bath nursing situation in the next sentence. That’s not how it works.” 
 
“No, but there is real scientific evidence about sweating sick out.” Ilya said over his shoulder as he started the shower and stripped out of his briefs, treating Shane to a quick view of long legs and a purposeful peek of butt cheek.  “And you are very good at making me sweat in two ways. So is… healthcare.” 
 
“Two ways, huh?” Shane meandered towards the bathroom door, unable to help sneaking a look at Ilya naked as he climbed into the shower. “And what two ways are those?” 
 
“On the ice with you playing hockey together.” Ilya’s words garbled under the stream of water. “Or on your knees with me in your mouth. Either way. You are with me, I sweat out the sick, I get better.” 
 
“I gotta say, you being sick has made you kind of a pervert.” Shane put the lid of the toilet down and sat on it, stretching his legs out in front of him and crossing his feet, his hands in his lap as he watched Ilya’s blurry form behind the shower door. “I don’t know if I like this side of you.” 
 
“Get in shower with me and pick a different side to like then.” 
 
“Oh my god.” Shane groaned theatrically loud, and smiled when Ilya laughed about it. “I’m glad you’re feeling better. Svetlana called to talk to the girls and she was pretty surprised I was able to boss you into resting. Wondered if I had to tranq you from a distance to get you to admit you weren’t feeling good.” 
 
“Normally, yes.” Ilya answered back, his deep voice echoing amused in the shower. “Normally probably would have to tranquilize me. There is too much to do all the time. Every day. Parents do not get days off or sick days, but you are here, so.” He cleared his throat. “You are giving me a sick day. And I am happy for it. Not only because I am selfish and want you here, but because the girls are happy with you here too. I am sorry we could not talk to them about being boyfriends this time, but thank you for being here anyway.” 
 
“Yeah, baby.” Shane watched Ilya’s head drop when he heard the endearment, his broad shoulders visibly relaxing even through the blurry shower door. “Happy to help.” 
 
A beat, then, “Speaking of um– of telling the girls?” 
 
“Da?” 
 
“Do we need to loop Svetlana into that conversation?” he checked curiously. “Like do we need to tell her that we’re telling the girls?” 
 
“No.” The cap on the shampoo snicked open. “She knows we are together, Shane. She knew you were always here,” he tapped at his heart. “And she knew when you came to Montbonne that I wanted you and me to be together. She knows.” 
 
“Right but.” Shane scratched at his jaw uncertainly. “Is it like a respect thing? To include her when we talk to the girls? When I talked to her, I asked her if she was okay with us and yeah, she said it was fine, but I still think–” 
 
“You talked to Sveta.” Ilya poked his head out the shower door, soap in his hair and dripping down his face. “When? Yesterday when she called for the girls?” 
 
“No.” Shit. Shane swallowed. “I um– I went and saw her. In Boston.” 
 
“Boston.” Ilya blinked at him. “When were you in Boston?” 
 
“When I was with my parents in Montreal, I drove down to see her on Wednesday.” Shane supplied carefully, and Ilya’s brows drew together, “Before you came home on Thursday?” 
 
“Yeah.” Silence. “Is that okay?” 
 
“Why did you go talk to her?” 
 
“I didn’t want there to be anything left between us before we tried to do this the right way.” he answered slowly, honestly. “We’d talked about alot of stuff, we’d talked through alot of stuff and about after Vegas and– and all that, but the day Mariya got hurt.” 
 
Breathe. “That day. Svetlana talked to me out on the porch and told me whenever I was ready, she had some things to tell me about Russia. About you and how hard things were for you after Vegas.” 
 
“We already talked about Vegas. About Russia.” Ilya kept scrubbing at his hair. “You did not believe me?” 
 
“Of course I believed you.” he shook his head. “I just wanted the whole picture. The rest of the story. You know everything about what I went through, you know all the bad shit I went through. We talked about it. But when you talk about Sochi and Vegas and Russia, you talk about your Dad or your asshole brother, you talk about taking care of Sveta and the twins but you don’t–” 
 
Shane clasped is hands tight, trying to find the right words. “You don’t really tell me about you. And on the porch, Svetlana said that you’d probably never tell me. She said you um– you might be embarrassed. Or since you’ve already worked through it, you wouldn’t want to bring it up and maybe– maybe make me feel guilty about it? But she thought I should know the whole story and I told her no, at first. I told her no, because if you wanted to tell me than you would and I didn’t want her telling me your story, but she said–” 
 
“Is her story too.” Ilya finished with a weary sounding sigh. “My troubles after Vegas, it is her story too. Because she was there. You and I and Sveta, our stories are all mixed up together, even when she did not know you were Jane and when you were not in Russia. We are all mixed together, so it was her story to tell you, too.” 
 
“Right.” faintly. “She told me when I was ready, to call her and ask. So I did. Cos I was. And she told me everything. I think she probably told me everything.” 
 
“...okay.” 
 
Shane was quiet a minute, then, “You didn’t tell me it was that bad. For that long.” 
 
“No. I did not.” 
 
“I asked about Russia. About Sochi. About all of it, and you never said half of what she told me.” Not accusatory. Just sad. “Why not?” 
 
“At first, I was only happy to have you again.” Ilya began tiredly. “And I did not want to think about the bad days. Then you were unsure about Sveta and I did not want to talk about it, didn’t want to talk about how she was such a good friend and how she saved me, because every time I said her name, you went quiet. So I thought, later. I would tell you later.” 
 
Ilya stopped. Shane waited. 
 
“Then you told me things about not belonging in my life.” Ilya groaned as he dropped to sit on the shower floor, leaning back against the wall and tilting his face up into the water. “About being replaced and I thought maybe to tell you then, but I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me. You were finally being honest, then I had a bigger story about being too sad and messed up and hurting? No, I thought you would maybe think I was lying. Exaggerating. Trying to prove something.” 
 
“My Mom calls it the Olympics of Suffering.” Shane smiled a little bit. “When someone has a sad story, and someone else immediately has a sadder story. No matter what happens to you, what happened to them was inevitably worse. Like it’s a fucking competition.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya closed his eyes, breathing in the soapy scented steam. “I did not want you to think I was ignoring your story to tell mine.” 
 
“I wouldn’t have thought that.” 
 
“Maybe not.” He acknowledged quietly. “But maybe so. You were so far away from me before Christmas. I thought I could read you and understand but then no, I was wrong about everything. About what you wanted, about sex, about inviting you for Christmas, I did not know if I would be wrong about telling you these things too.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane hated that. He hated the reminder that he’d been so scattered before Christmas, hated remembering how it had felt to be so lost in the relationship, in his life, in his own head. Maybe he would have heard and listened and understood Ilya’s point of view, but then again maybe not. Fuck. “Okay. Keep going.” 
 
“You asked about Sochi the day Alexei called, so I told you about Sochi. About my Dad. I did not want to tell you the ugly things because it was one of the worst days for me.” Sochi had been one of the worst days for Ilya, maybe even worse than landing in Moscow after Vegas because by Moscow, Ilya had accepted his choice. In Sochi, he had still been throwing up sick to his stomach trying to make the choice. “I made it through that day and all the other days and through therapy, so why talk about it anymore, why talk about the dark things when it is so good for us now?” 
 
“Yes, I thought maybe I couldn’t tell you before Christmas.” Ilya admitted. “But now, I don’t want to talk about it. I want to only move forward. But ah– should I have told you? Sveta told me to tell you, she told me to be very honest because it was too much to hold inside and there was already too many miscommunication things between us. I didn’t want to. But was she was right, I should have told you? All the ugly of it?” 
 
“I don’t know.” Shane didn’t know, just like he didn’t know how he would have reacted if Ilya had ever texted back over the ten years, just like he didn’t know how he would have reacted if Ilya had called him after his injury. “I don’t know if I would have been ready to hear it before Christmas, it might have just freaked me out. Like– like too much to hear and carry when everything else was intense too. Trying to figure out my own shit while processing what you had gone through… I don’t know.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya picked up the loofah, kneading the exfoliating cloth anxiously. “So you are not mad I didn’t tell you?” 
 
“No. Not mad.” Shane wet his lips. “Are you mad Svetlana told me? Are you mad I asked her?” 
 
“No, is sort of a relief.” Ilya huffed a quiet laugh. “It is her story too, yes? Who I am now only makes sense if you know her part of my story too and now I do not have to worry about when to tell you."
 
Silence.
 
“Now you know.” Ilya bit into the inside of his cheek until it bled. “So do you– do you feel different about me, now that you know how bad it was, how low I was?” 
 
“Different.” Shane repeated blankly. “What do you mean different?” 
 
“Do you see me different?” Ilya clarified haltingly. “Like I am weaker. Or maybe pathetic. I put myself through so much shit because I was not strong enough to call you, or strong enough to tell my stupid brother to stand up and help, I was not strong enough to be better at handling everything so I got lost instead.” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane rubbed at his chest when his heart felt like it cracked behind his ribcage. “What? No. Fuck no. Of course not.” 
 
“...no?” 
 
“No! Fuck.” he dug the heels of his palms into his eyes. “Ilya. Listen. The day we talked after our not date?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“You were mad cos I was trying to be polite.” Shane reminded him. “I had a planned speech and I was trying really hard to be really fucking calm about it and you got mad, so I got mad and I freaked out yelling at you about going off and getting married and having kids and you said–” Shane could remember every single word of that awful, horrible conversation. “You told me you’d been mad and sad about it every single day. You were telling the truth. I know you were.” 
 
“I guess I didn’t believe you right at that second, but I believed you, really really believed you at some point really soon after that. You told me you didn’t kiss me in Vegas because it would break you and then you told me to tell you no and you’d back off and leave me alone. I believed you. even if things weren’t fixed right away, I always believed you were telling the truth about missing me and regretting Vegas."
 
“I know.” Ilya nodded miserably. “And thank you. But– but what else? You believe me, but what else?” 
 
“I believed you.” Shane promised quietly. “But I kept wishing–” he dragged in a deep breath. “I kept wishing you’d been brave enough to try. Brave enough to call me or text me or anything. I wanted to be worth you being brave enough to try.” 
 
“Shane.” Fuck. Ilya struggled to his feet and turned the shower off. “I don’t ah– I don’t–” 
 
“I always hear you tell the girls, things might be scary but they’re so brave. You say that all the time, it's scary, but they’re brave.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya wrapped a towel around his waist and stepped from the shower. “My Mama used to say that to me, so I say it to the girls. Yes.” 
 
“Right.” Shane’s eyes dropped down over Ilya’s bare abdomen, tracing the water droplets streaming towards the towel at his waist. “And every time you said it, I wished like– like fuck, I wish just once over those ten years you would have been brave enough to try with me, even if it was scary.” 
 
“I’m sorry.” Ilya tried helplessly. “Shane, I didn’t–” 
 
“Stop.” Shane pinched the edge of Ilya’s towel between his fingers and dragged him in closer, spreading his knees so Ilya could fit into the vee of his legs and was looking down at him. 
 
“Ilya.” He tilted his head back to catch his eyes. “Now I know you were using up all your brave just to try and stay alive.” 
 
Ilya turned his head away, throat jerking as he swallowed. “Shanychka–” 
 
“Hey. Right here. I’m right here.” Shane smoothed his hand up Ilya’s stomach to land at his chest, and Ilya covered it with his own, pressing Shane’s palm over his heart for a few fraught seconds before he managed to look back down and meet Shane’s gaze. 
 
“I’m really glad you used up all your brave to stay alive and make it to Montbonne.” he whispered. “Ilya, I’m so so glad you were brave enough to make it through every goddamn day so you could get to Montbonne and me, okay?” 
 
The gorgeous blue eyes filled with tears and Ilya nodded. “Da. Okay. Me too.” 
 
So many times Ilya had talked through the bad days with his therapist and with Svetlana, so many times he’d apologized to Svetlana for putting her through it all and she’d forgiven him and held him and cried for him when he couldn’t manage to cry for himself and the bruises on his heart. So many times Ilya had shared the story with professionals and counselors and bits and pieces even with Alicia and no one, not once, not a single person had ever told him he was brave just for surviving. 
 
No one other than Shane had ever called him brave just for making it through and the acceptance, the forgiveness and understanding and being so thoroughly seen made Ilya quake.
 
“It sounds like it was really fucking scary.” Shane said then, pressing a kiss to the left of Ilya’s navel when he felt the whole body shiver wracking at his frame. “But you were really fucking brave and you made it. And that’s all that matters to me. That’s all I care about it. You making it here to be with me. Nothing else matters anymore. I promise.” 
 
Ilya sank his hands into Shane’s hair and held him close, cradling him into his stomach and breathing hard through the crush of tears in his chest and burning behind his eyes. 
 
“Thank you.” he finally managed hoarsely. “For caring enough to ask Sveta for the rest of the story. Maybe– maybe we do call her when we talk to the girls, so she can be a part of this story, too? 
 
“I think that’s a good idea.” Shane nodded against him, his arms wrapped tight around Ilya’s hips, hugging him in as tight as he could. “I want to make sure we do this the right way this time. All the way the right way.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya agreed quietly. “We will make sure and do it all the way right way. Together.” 
 
“Thank you.” Shane turned his face into Ilya’s stomach and sucked a kiss at the jut of his hipbone, smiling when Ilya hissed and lifted against him, his cock thickening beneath the ultra fluffy towel. “Now will you please hurry up and get better so I can fuck you without risking the plague?” 
 
“Is too late.” Ilya brushed his knuckles at Shane’s cheek, traced Shane’s fingers with his lips. “I probably definitely already gave you the plague.” 
 
“Hm.” Shane closed his eyes and nuzzled deeper into Ilya’s stomach with a smile. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.” 
 
****
 
Chapter Notes:
 
I love the opening scene. Like, yeehaw Jersey Shane and everything, but I love them flirting over text, being so open and free and uninhibited with each other. My favorite part of EP6 is how they're dorky boys being dorky boys and it's so fun to write them like that for Deja Vu too. They've done the angst and the drama, now they get to flirt and tease and canoodle and we love that journey for them. 
 
But also, YEEHAW. I love how unapologetically horny they are for each other. That body worship and ultra sweetness mixed with downright lechery (is that a word?) is top tier.
 
Shane being the one to ask for sooner/more-- All the fears Ilya talked about in ch14 with worrying his life and his girls aren't enough for Shane, and Shane has proven several times since then that he not only wants this life and is invested in this life, but he wants more of it SOONER and that's so important. 
 
Honorary Mention For Ilya with his hands full of Spring Break Feral twins lmaooo. Having to chase Mariya through the yard and uncover Nadya from an archeology dig's worth of stuffed animals... clearly Reba wrote her Single Mom Survivor song about Ilya and his struggles. 
 
Ilya consistently, "you are the grossest goblins in the world" and then being the softest most supportive Dad ever. Adore it. Shane showing up and being just soft and just as supportive and trying so hard with them?! ADORE IT. Love love the switch up with Svetlana offering help Sunday night, then Shane calling her Sunday morning. Co-parenting well for the sake of the kids is the most important thing, and we know she accepts Jane into their life, so seeing Shane repeatedly reach out to include and accept her is perfect. 
 
Please send thoughts and prayers for Ilya as he battles the flu :( he's truly God's strongest soldier. On a serious note though, idk how parents and especially single parents do it when they're sick and there's still kids to take care of. Kudos all the way around, and I hope y'all have people in your life who are able to give you the needed uninterrupted rest of a 'sick day' like Shane gave Ilya. 
 
Also though, Shane having the moment where he is glad he's big enough/strong enough to handle Ilya's weight. The line about how neither of them are too much to handle, and both of them being big enough to do the handling? That got me right in the feels. Hollanov in canon and in this verse have spent so long hiding/pushing down their emotions, being careful to not be too heavy (physically or emotinally) for the people in their lives and finally with each other, they don't even have to think about it. They can be wholly themselves, as heavy and needy as necessary and know the other one not only CAN handle them, but is willing and wanting to handle them. What a fucking relief to be known and loved so thoroughly. 
 
Shout out to Freddie the Forehead, the beluga whale. Naming the girls stuffies might actually be my favorite side quest in this fic. 
 
SHANE SAID THE THING. Granted, he doesn't know Ilya heard him, but what starts as a whisper often ends as a roar so... here's hoping next time he will brave enough to say it LOUD. 
 
Kudos to Ilya for being consistently Horny for Nurse. Man has his priorities straight, but unfortunately, Shane ALSO has his priorities straight so there shall be no Nyquil fueled nookie happening under his watch. 
 
The shower convo-- I didn't mean for that to get so emotional, but surprise surprise, I'm very emotional about these boys. I didn't want there to be any secrets between Shane and Ilya anymore and I just... idk. As the scene was evolving and kept dipping more and more emotional I was just really struck by how important it would be for canon (especially TLG) Ilya but also this Ilya specifically to hear "its scary, but you're brave." Because sometimes it takes every single ounce of courage and energy and stubborness we have to even get out of bed in the morning, much less to keep going when our internal voice sounds like guilt and self loathing and darkness, and we need to acknowlege how brave it is to just keep going both in ourselves AND in others. 
 
I moved telling the girls to the next chapter because this chapter got so long and this last scene turned so emotional my heart just couldn’t take any more, so COMING UP: A proper sleepover in East End Montbonne, a very important conversation with the girls, and obviously, more smooshy boys being smooshy. I wasn’t kidding when I said the whole rest of the plot for this thing is them figuring out how to be in love. 
 
PS. Hey, have you done the DEJA VU QUIZ set up by foksmashmydoor and youlikemeeee?? (link goes to threads)
 
Thanks for reading, letting me geek out in the author's notes, and putting up with my nonsense on Threads. Two kisses to y'all, always. 







      

  












      Chapter 22: Sleepover (we fit perfect)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Oof, y'all.

The smooshy, fluffy, plotless domestic fluff of it all.








  
From Sveta: Ready if you are.
 
“Okay.” The text message chimed on Ilya’s phone and Shane’s eyes slammed shut, his stomach flip flop dropping for a few nervous seconds. “Okay. Here we go.” 
 
“You are nervous.” Ilya picked up the tablet and turned it on so Sveta could Facetime in on the larger screen. “Why?” 
 
“Not because I’m not ready.” he grabbed for Ilya’s hand, pressing at his fingers reassuringly. “Just uh– I’ve never done this before. So, it’s– you know.” 
 
“What, you have never sat down with judgy bullying feral twins and told them you want to smooch their Dad?” Ilya grinned at him and Shane groused, “No, Ilya. I haven’t done that before. Have you?” 
 
“No, definitely not. You are the only person I have ever wanted to tell the girls I want to smooch.” Ilya turned their clasped hands over so he could kiss Shane’s fingertips, Shane’s knuckles, then the back of Shane’s hand, rubbing his nose over a faint scar close to his wrist. “But you are ready and I am ready and the girls love you, so there is no worries. No stress. We will call Svetlana so she can be with us, and it will be fine, yes?” 
 
“Yeah. It’ll be fine.” Shane’s eyes fluttered closed when Ilya kept hold of his hand to lay a tender kiss at his wrist, lingering over the thrum of his pulse under the thin skin. “It’s gonna be fine.” 
 
“Is going to be very good.” Ilya leaned close to give him a proper kiss, bringing their mouths together for a firm few seconds. “So come on. Upstairs to the goblin kingdom.” 
 
“Goblin kingdom.” Shane trailed behind Ilya heading upstairs. “You know the girls told me not to call them goblins? Apparently I can call them loons, but goblin is your thing.” 
 
“See, they do already love you.” Ilya sent a Facetime request to Svetlana as they climbed the steps. “They even approved a dumb nickname. It is all fine, promise.” 
 
“I know.” Shane waved his fingers in a small wave over Ilya’s shoulder when Svetlana’s face filled the screen. “Let’s do this.” 
 
“Hullo boys.” Svetlana winked at Ilya and Shane, then motioned for Ilya to turn the screen so she could see the twins in their toy strewn territory. “Hullo my babies! How are you!” 
 
“M-mama!” Mariya and Nadya were surrounded by no less than three dozen Barbie’s and all the assorted accessories, and were deep in some serious play. Mariya’s mermaid Barbie was driving a Tonka dump truck full of unnecessary Ken dolls towards what looked like a landfill created from blankets and guarded by Lion King figurines, while Nadya’s Barbie’s were walking a high fashion runway made of books, their outfits precociously eclectic and their hair a visual representation of Nadya’s creativity with markers and scissors. Both girls were busy in their little worlds, but they both looked up with wide grins when they heard Svetlana’s voice. 
 
“Hi Mama! How are you!” 
 
“Hi, sweet things.” Svetlana waved at them. “Let’s chat a minute, okay? You and me and Daddy and Coach. Come here so I can see you.” 
 
“Okay.” Mariya raced the big dump truck to the landfill and pushed all the Ken dolls out, then told her Barbie, “Take a break, Rosie. You earned it.”. 
 
“N-n-no capes!” Nadya yanked a Kleenex cap off one of her Barbie’s and tossed it over her shoulder with a dramatic sigh. “Do b-better! You’re n-not going to-to-to Paris!” 
 
“Girls.” Ilya prodded. “Sometimes before I am old, yes?” 
 
“Da, Daddy.” Mariya chirped, and, “Sister, come on.” grabbed for Nadya’s hand to drag her over to sit on the rug. Both girls plopped down and folded their legs criss-cross applesauce, and Shane smiled when Ilya copied their posture, and on the tablet, Svetlana made a show of also sitting on the floor, the phone held back far enough for the girls to see she was sitting the same way.  
 
Shane sat down criss-cross applesauce too, and Ilya winked at him, then took his hand again, holding it in his lap and running his thumb comfortingly over Shane’s fingers. 
 
“Okay.” Ilya adjusted the tablet with his other hand so it was propped up enough on a throw pillow for Sveta to see all four of them, and cleared his throat. “So–” 
 
“You’re holding hands.” Mariya interrupted. “Why are you holding hands?” 
 
“Are y-you boyfriends?” Nadya’s green eyes went wide. “You asked C-Coach to be boyfr-friends?” 
 
“Do you like each other?” 
 
“Do y-you share germs?” 
 
“Um.” Ilya considered himself very well versed in his girls' habits and personalities and shenanigans, but he was still taken aback for a moment by the serious expression on their little faces and the awareness of their quick questions. 
 
“Yes.” Shane spoke up when Ilya’s mouth opened, closed, then opened again without managing a reply. “Yeah. Me and your Dad are boyfriends. And uh, I don’t know how to answer the germ question. But yes. Boyfriends. Even though,” he elbowed Ilya lightly, teasing, “I don’t remember him exactly asking me about it.”
 
“But you’re s-sposed to ask.” Nadya frowned, and Svetlana laughed softly when Mariya added, “It’s rude to a-stume.” 
 
“Assume, Masha.” Svetlana corrected, and Mariya nodded, “Assume. It makes you a butthole.” 
 
“Masha!” Ilya’s eyebrows flew towards his hairline and Nadya clapped a hand over her mouth, giggling at his horrified expression. “Who taught you that?” 
 
“Mama did.” Mariya ratted Svetlana out without even blinking. “She says astuming–” 
 
“Assuming, Masha.” 
 
“--assuming makes you a butthole.” 
 
“That isn’t exactly what I said.” Svetlana clarified over her laughter. “It’s the saying, you know? Assuming makes an A-S-S out of U and ME?” 
 
“Swear jar.” Ilya ordered, and Sveta put both hands up in surrender, then rifled in her purse and held up a few bills. “Okay. Better.” 
 
He made a valiant effort to get the conversation back on track, holding Shane’s hand tight but leaning towards the girls, his other hand extended towards them palm up welcoming, and his deep voice pitched soothing, “And yes, Coach and I are going to be boyfriends. Is that okay? Do you have any big thoughts? About it? About me having a boyfriend or Coach being here more?” 
 
“Or big feelings.” Svetlana prompted. “It’s okay to talk about feelings too.” 
 
“Oh and questions.” Shane chimed in a little awkwardly, glancing between Svetlana and Ilya to make sure it was okay to speak up, then smiling encouragingly at the girls. “Do you have questions maybe? For me?” 
 
The girls looked at each other a moment, then Nadya’s expression turned down into a frown, and she leaned over to cup her hand at Mariya’s ear and whisper at her. 
 
“Okay.” Mariya nodded at her twin, then asked flatly, “So you kiss and stuff?” 
 
“Yes.” llya smirkedwhen he caught a blush shading red into Shane’s face and up into his ears. “We kiss and stuff. And hold hands, see?” he held their hands up. “Like boyfriends.” 
 
“But mostly.” Shane mirrored Ilya’s posture, shifting forward and opening his other hand towards the girls. “Mostly, I want to be around you guys more. Not just your Dad, but you girls too. I’ll come over for dinner and sometimes you can all come out to the cabin. We’ll do fun things together and normal things too, like chores and cleaning up like when your Daddy was sick and I came over to help. We’ll do all that sorta stuff.” 
 
Nadya leaned over to whisper another question, and Mariya’s brow furrowed in confusion before she asked, “Is Coach Mama’s boyfriend too?” 
 
“What? No! Oh my god, never! No!!” Shane squawked at the same time Ilya burst into laughter, “Bozhe moy, nyet Masha! No no no!” and Svetlana pursed her lips through all the noise then whistled sharply–
 
“Coach! Fix your face, do not look as if the idea is so terrifying! And Ilyushka, fix your face, it is not that funny! 
 
“No, is that funny!” Ilya practically guffawed while Shane covered his face with both hands embarrassed and mumbled, “Sorry, Svetlana. I didn’t mean to yell that loud about it.” 
 
“Girls, no.” Svetlana scowled at a still chucklng Ilya. “No, Coach is not my boyfriend. But you know how Daddy and I are best friends?” 
 
She waited for Mariya and Nadya to both nod in agreement. “Well one day, hopefully Coach and I will be best friends too, and then we will be one big family, the five of us together.” 
 
“Oh.” Svetlana’s calm explanation erased the frown from the girls’ face, took the focus off Shane’s mortification and even quieted Ilya as the significance of Shane being called family, the emphasis on the five of them together resonated serious in the room. 
 
Ilya flexed his fingers in Shane’s hold and tugged him closer, and Shane nodded in his peripheral, scooting over an inch or two until their knees bumped. Svetlana was quiet watching both Ilya and Shane visibly relax beneath the barely there touch, and watching the girls watching them, two pairs of eyes darting between their Dad and their Coach and their Mama as their seven year old minds worked to understand it all. 
 
Finally, Mariya turned to whisper into Nadya’s ear, and Nadya nodded at her before piping up, “C-Coach?” 
 
“Yeah, sweetie, what is it?” Shane answered immediately. “You can ask me anything. It’s okay.” 
 
“Are y-you moo–ving in?” She wanted to know. “You w-will live with us?” 
 
“Oh. Uh, no Nadya–” he started to say, but Ilya nudged him and interrupted, “Not yet, Nadyushka. But soon.” 
 
Svetlana’s eyebrows rose over the abrupt correction, but she stayed silent. 
 
“H-how soon?” Nadya wondered haltingly, and Shane was quick to assure her, “Your Dad’s joking, Nadya. He only means–” 
 
“No. Not joking.” Ilya cut in again, turning to face Shane and lowering his voice a little, “I want you here, Shane.” 
 
“Ilya–” 
 
“I want you here.” he repeated firmly. “It does not have to be today or this week or even in summer. But eventually yes, at some point.” 
 
He angled his head, peering close and searching Shane’s eyes, his face. “Because this is not casual, right? Not for me. You said it is not casual for you either.” 
 
“It’s not casual.” Shane answered in a wide eyed whisper. “No. Not even a little bit.” 
 
“To me,” Ilya poked a finger at his own chest, “That means one day we will live together. Maybe not here here, okay, maybe it will be somewhere else, we can talk about that. But still. Eventually it will be you and me and our girls. One big family, like Sveta said.” 
 
“That.” Shane swallowed hard, but didn’t look away. “That’s what it means for me too.” 
 
“Okay then.” Ilya’s smile stretched thrilled enough to be goofy. “That is what we will do. One day.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane’s answering smile was just as wide. “One day.” 
 
“I’m glad we got that answered.” Svetlana gave them a moment to smile at each other, then tactfully prompted, “So. Boyfriends. Spending extra time together and extra time with the girls until everyone is comfortable, yes?” 
 
“Yes.” Shane’s gaze dropped to Ilya’s mouth, and he had to take a deep breath before he could turn back to the girls and nod, “Yeah, exactly that. And maybe after we spend lots of time together and everyone is comfortable and happy, then we can talk about the other stuff.”
 
“Wait. Will you still coach us?” Mariya suddenly blurted and Nadya’s sweet face crumpled stricken, “C-Can we still call you C-Coach!?”
 
“I’m still Coach.” Shane rushed to assure them. “I’m coaching the Mighty Loons next year, and even when you outgrow the U9 division, I’ll still skate with you and help you with your practice and you can call me Coach…” he smiled encouragingly at them. “Forever, if you want.”
 
“Forever?” Ilya echoed and Svetlana had to put her hand over her mouth, had to look away so she wouldn’t smile so big at the wonder and hope lighting Ilya’s blue eyes. “That is a very long time, Coach.” 
 
“It’s a long time, yeah.” Shane didn’t dare look at Ilya, didn’t dare risk a glance sideways when he knew Ilya was looking at him like he loved him. “But I’m okay with it so long as the girls are okay with it. I’m happy to be called Coach.” 
 
Ilya whispered something breathless and adoring towards in Russian, and Shane couldn’t translate it, but he was pretty sure he got it based on the pitch of Ilya’s voice, the rumble in the words and how Ilya set his other hand over the top of Shane’s fingers so he was holding Shane’s hand between both of his own.  
 
I love you too. Shane didn’t say it. It wasn’t the right time. He thought it though, just like he’d done at least a hundred times since the sleepover at the cabin. I love you, too. I want this. I want to stay. 
 
“Wait, wait, wait!” In the panic of wondering if Coach would still be Coach, it hadn’t fully occurred to the girls that Coach had a real name. “Wh-what’s your real nnnname?”
 
“My real name is Shane.” he supplied promptly. “Shane Hollander.”
 
“Shane?” Mariya’s nose wrinkled in immediate distaste. “Ew.” 
 
“Masha!” It was Svetlana’s burst into laughter at Ilya’s instant mortification over Mariya’s sarcastically skeptical answer and Shane’s confusion. “That is rude, baby. Try again.” 
 
“Okay. I mean It’s okay. I guess.” she still sounded highly unimpressed. “It’s your name.” 
 
“I l-like Coach bet-ter.” Nadya offered timidly, and Shane winked at her, “Call me Coach, Nadya. I like it, too.” 
 
“Okay.” The girls looked at their Mama, then at each other, and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
“Okay?” Ilya ventured. “No more questions?” 
 
Nadya leaned in to whisper a request to her sister’s ear, and Mariya lit up with a grin, “Ice cream! We want ice cream! Coach, can we have ice cream?” 
 
“Oh, of–” Shane started to say yes. Started to say of course. Started to tell the girls to grab their jackets and he’d take them to the shop to get good ice cream because he was trembly and buzzy and more than a little bit emotional about being so easily welcomed into the cozy, tight knit little family with nothing more pressing than whether or not he’d still be Coach to the girls– yes yes of course he was Coach and of course they could have ice cream. Shane was going to kiss Ilya, then text Svetlana a heartfelt thank you for her support, and load up the girls– their girls– and go get some fucking ice cream. 
 
But. 
 
“Wait, Coach. Is a trap.” Ilya rubbed at Shane’s knee. “If you say yes, they will declare you a pushover on first day of being a boyfriend. You will never have any authority in the house.” 
 
“Right.” Shane rolled his eyes. “Says the guy who bought them ice cream when they got suspended for fighting and tried to lie to me about it.” 
 
“Was not a lie!” 
 
“Ilya, you literally lectured me about good parental discipline when you had already promised them ice cream!”
 
“That was different circumstances—!” Ilya tried to argue, but Shane cut him off louder, “You spoil the crap out of—“
 
“Boys! Boys!” Svetlana clapped her hands loudly. “You are both just terrible when it comes to maintaining any sort of boundaries and discipline with the girls and you damn well know it. Masha, Nadyushka, say goodbye to me and go get ice cream with Coach.”
 
“Bye, Mama.” Mariya picked up the tablet and pursed her lips to smear a kiss to the screen for her Mama. “Ya tebya lyublyu.” 
 
“P-P-Poka, Mama.” Nadya left an equally smeared kiss on the tablet. “Ya tebya lyublyu.” 
 
“Bye, little loves.” Svetlana tapped her lips twice in a kiss for them. “Jane. Go get our girls a treat while I talk to Ilyushka a moment."
 
“Yes ma’am.” Shane saluted her playfully, then hesitated hesitated before leaning over to kiss Ilya square on the lips. “See you in a bit?” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya hooked his fingers in Shane’s shirt and pulled him back for a second, longer kiss. “Be downstairs soon, yes.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane waved at the screen, then tapped his lips twice. “Bye Svetlana. And thank you.” 
 
“Talk soon, Coach.” Svetlana returned the gesture, and laughed softly when Ilya’s eyes went wide over the casual exchange of affection between the two of them. “I don’t know why you look so surprised, darling. Your Jane and I are well on our way to being the best of friends.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya said quietly, and meant it. “Is very good. I am glad for it.” 
 
He picked up the tablet and held it closer, his smile dimming when he saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. “Sveta. V chyom delo?” He switched to Russian, clicking his tongue distressed when Svetlana cursed and wiped at her eyes hastily. “What’s wrong? That was– it was difficult for you? You look sad.” 
 
“No, I am not sad.” She denied around a shaky inhale. “No. It’s just– um–” 
 
“Sveta.” Ilya put his fingers on the screen like he could wipe the tears away on his own. “Tell me. I do not want this to be,” he bit at the inside of his cheek, a rush of panic curdling at his stomach. “I would not bring Shane home if you are feeling pushed out or– or replaced or maybe–” 
 
“Stop. Stop that.” She sliced her hand through the air in a quick shut up motion. “No. That would be stupid. I am not sad, I promise. Shut up and let me breathe for a moment, let me find my words.” 
 
Ilya went obediently quiet, though he kept chewing the inside of his cheek, poking his tongue at the hurt spot as the silence stretched and his anxiety ratcheted up another notch, another notch, another notch stressed. 
 
“Alright.” Svetlana put her fingers to her lips and closed her eyes, breathing in a slow, measured rhythm. “Okay. Ilyushka.” 
 
Ilya waited. Svetlana finally smiled at him, watery but heartfelt. “I am very happy for you today.” 
 
“You are… happy for me. That is why you are almost crying."
 
“Of course I am happy for you.” she whispered. “For so many things. For you and your Jane and how the girls already love him so much and how he will fit so easily everywhere into your lives. I am happy for you for that.” 
 
“You too, Sveta.” Ilya promised with a worried wrinkle in his brow. “You are here too. Is not just us and the girls, you are–” 
 
“I have never worried about my place in our family and our lives.” she waved him off. “I love you for worrying I might worry, but no. That is not anything, Coach being home with you does not make me feel less. I promise.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya’s shoulders dropped in relief. He had been so preoccupied with whether or not Shane felt like he belonged and whether or not Shane wanted to belong, he hadn’t stopped to think about Sveta feeling pushed out but no, thankfully no. Shane fit right back into the space in Ilya’s heart that been so empty for ten long years, but that didn’t mean there was suddenly less room for his girls or his best friend, no. 
 
“Okay.” he said again, stronger that time. “So you are fussy and weepy because you are being dramatic? For fun?” 
 
“Oh no my love, if either of us are ever dramatic for fun, it is you.” she scrunched her nose at him, then sobered again. “I am happy for lots of things today, but I am specifically happy,” 
 
Sveta chose her next words carefully, “Because I think for the first time since we left Russia, you are looking forward to the future again? Not only living every day because you have to take care of the girls, not being so busy with the girls and the bakery that you do not give yourself time to be disappointed or sad about what you are missing.” 
 
“I do not regret taking full custody of–” 
 
“I know you do not regret the girls.” she hushed him. “I know you do not regret Montbonne. But you didn't ever let yourself admit you wanted more, hm? That you were lonely? But with Jane, you can admit it and chase it and have it and I think –” 
 
She tapped the tips of her long nails at the screen comfortingly. “I think when you smile now, you look like the Ilyushka who has been my best friend for my whole life. When you smile now, I recognize you for the first time in a very long time. And I am very happy for it. I am very happy for you.” 
 
“Ah.” Ilya’s voice roughened emotional as he rubbed the back of his neck, nodding. “Yes. Well, he is saying the girls can call him Coach forever, so– so I am happy for me too.” 
 
“Good.” her gentle smile widened. “Is he staying the night tonight? First sleepover at home?” 
 
“No, I wanted time with the girls tonight in case they had questions they didn’t want to ask, or if they felt," he made an uncertain motion with his hand. “You know. Sometimes night time brings questions or sad feelings or scary thoughts that maybe didn’t come during the day.” 
 
“Da, konechno.” Svetlana nodded in agreement. “You are a good Dad to think of such a thing for our girls.” 
 
“I ah–” Ilya flushed lightly. “I have never been Dad and boyfriend. I am not sure how to balance it. Before,” he jabbed his thumb behind him meaning before the sleepover at the cabin, before the break up at Christmas, maybe even before Vegas, “Our time was scheduled and discrete and never interfered with anything else. Now blending it… I will have to work at it.” 
 
“I’m not worried about it. You will figure it out, you and your Jane together. You both want it too much to risk being careless.” She laughed in quiet delight when the flush on Ilya’s cheeks darkened at hearing his Jane. “You are a smitten kitten, Ilya Rozanov!” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya grinned at her. “I think so, probably.” 
 
“I know so.” she decided. “And I think it is very good. So go have ice cream with our girls and Coach, hm? And you will hug them extra for me tonight at bedtime?” 
 
“I will.” Ilya promised. “I love you, Sveta.” 
 
“Oh my sweet friend.” She blew him one kiss, then another. “I love you too.” 
 
Ilya hung up the Facetime call and gave himself a minute to sit and breathe, to listen to the sound of Shane and the girls laughing in the kitchen downstairs and revel in the knowledge that he got to have that from now on, he got to have Shane and his girls home with Sveta’s full blessing and encouragement and finally fucking finally that empty place in his heart was full and overfull and maybe a little bit overwhelming with how fast life had changed in less than a year. 
 
And, “No movies on school nights.” Ilya came into the kitchen in time to see Shane shoo the girls out the other doorway towards the big living room and the waiting television. “I will make exception for ice cream snacks, but no TV when they have to be up early tomorrow.” 
 
“I thought maybe this was such an important night, it could be an exception for both ice cream and movies.” Shane countered as he put the lid back on the ice cream containers and put them away in the freezer. “Or at least a couple episodes of their show, right?” 
 
“Such an important night, hm?” Ilya stepped up behind Shane as he closed the freezer door and wrapped both arms around his waist, hooking his chin over Shane’s shoulder.  “Is that so?” 
 
“Isn’t it?” Shane shifted his weight back into Ilya’s frame, eyes closing and mouth tilting into a slow smile when Ilya nuzzled a kiss behind his ear, to the side of his neck. “Seems like a pretty important night to me.” 
 
“I agree.” Ilya wrangled Shane around to face him so he could give him a real kiss. “Very much.” 
 
“Me too.” Shane touched his still-kiss tingly lips as they pulled apart. “I think it went really great up there.” 
 
“You are surprised?” Ilya opened a cupboard and rummaged up high for the super secret stash of candy he kept next to his super secret pack of cigarettes, both well out of reach of nosy little hands. “Did you think it would be bad?” 
 
“No, but it’s the same thing we talked about before.” Shane took one of the offered candies and popped it in his mouth. “I never thought I’d be sitting down with a pair of sorta judgmental twins and talking about dating their Dad. I thought maybe– I dunno. Maybe they’d have more questions?” 
 
“Life is simple for the girls.” Ilya put a few pieces in his pocket, then re-stashed the bag up high. “Mama and Daddy are best friends. Coach is their favorite person. Now their favorite person is boyfriends with Daddy and hopefully one day best friends with Mama. Nothing should be more complicated than that when you are only seven, not for the twins and not for any kid.
 
“Your life wasn’t ever that simple.” Shane said quietly, and Ilya shook his head, “No. But that is why I try to make it that simple for the girls.” 
 
“You’re a good Dad.” Shane pulled his phone out of his pocket and opened the camera. “Come here.” 
 
“What is this?” Ilya wiped a crumb from the side of Shane’s mouth and licked it off his thumb. “What are we doing?” 
 
“Taking a picture for the 2025 book.” Shane snugged his arm at Ilya’s waist and pulled him in closer, holding the phone up for a selfie. “Today’s a big day, right? It deserves to be in the photo album? Let’s take a coupe of us since we don’t have any recent ones, then we can take one with the girls?” 
 
“I–” Ilya’s lips parted wondering. “Shane–” 
 
“Smile.” Shane instructed. “And don’t worry, when I get these developed, I’ll get them date stamped and write on the back too.” 
 
“Okay.” was Ilya’s very quiet response. “I would like that.” 
 
“Here then.” Shane nudged him towards the camera. “Smile.” 
 
The pictures turned out good. 
 
Shane was grinning in the first one, beaming towards the camera as Ilya looked at him with a small, disbelieving smile. 
 
Ilya’s eyes were closed in the second, his forehead tilted against Shane’s temple. 
 
Shane looked surprised in the third photo, Ilya’s hand at his cheek turning him away from the lens. 
 
The fourth was a kiss. 
 
The fifth was blurry, the camera shaky as the phone fell away unnoticed so Shane could grab at Ilya with both hands and kiss him right back. 
 
The pictures turned out great. 
 
Every single one of them went into the book. 
 
*****
 
Tuesday
 
“Alright, then.” Dr Soule turned off the metronome and set it out of sight away from the computer camera. “That was three minutes, how are we feeling?” 
 
“Better. Uh, really good. Yeah.” Shane exhaled slowly, then sat up on the couch and opened his eyes. “That was really good, thank you.” 
 
“I know in the past we’ve only used the metronome as a way to ground you as you sit with your grief or anger, but honestly, it’s a good exercise for anytime we discover or investigate or reconcile something that resonates loud in our hearts and minds.” She took a sip of her tea. “It has been an emotionally taxing few weeks for you, taking three minutes to sit and breathe through the weight of it is honestly the bare minimum of self care. 
 
“It has been a pretty crazy few weeks for me.” Shane acknowledged with a roll of his shoulders. “But. Not a bad few weeks. Just intense. Everything that happened was a lot but it wasn’t,” emphasized. “Bad. I’m really fucking glad for everything that’s gone on since I went to Montreal.” 
 
“And I am very glad to hear it.” Dr. Soule answered smoothly. “Of course, tomorrow is another potentially emotionally taxing day for you. A year since your official retirement.” 
 
“Right.” Right. Shane gripped both his hands at his knees for a couple seconds and told himself to breathe. “A whole year.” 
 
“Tomorrow isn’t necessarily an anniversary of the hardest day of your life, but it’s certainly the anniversary of the day you knew your life was permanently changed.” She consulted her notes briefly, tapping her pen along a phrase Shane had used back in one of their very earliest sessions in 2024. “All your work in physical therapy, all the money spent on doctors and consultations– tomorrow marks the anniversary of the moment you had to accept there was nothing you or anyone else could do to erase what happened and the consequences of it all.” 
 
“Consequences.” Shane had always considered consequences to be tied to discipline, to wrong doing. Getting hurt and being retired had taught him that consequences were just the next natural thing after an event. There’d been an accident, he’d had to retire. Consequences. He hadn’t done anything wrong or deserved to be hurt, it wasn’t that he hadn’t tried hard enough to fix it. The consequence of that sort of injury was retirement. Not a punishment, not a discipline, just the next natural order of things.  
 
Recognizing and accepting the truth of no one being at fault, of the accident simply being an accident and retirement simply being the next logical step had been harder than learning to walk again. Harder than putting on his skates and getting on the ice again. 
 
Fuck. 
 
“A year is an interesting amount of time.” Dr. Soule waited a moment to see if Shane would clarify his clipped response, but he remained quiet. “It can be so so long, can hold hundreds and thousands of important, life altering, paradigm shifting moments, but at the same time, still be nowhere near enough time for us to process a loss or work through grief or to do fun things, like learn a language. To travel all the places we want to."
 
"Sometimes," she continued, "we can’t imagine a year in the future because our day to day is so bogged down, other times we are wishing on every damn star in the night sky for the next year to roll around and bring us something new.” 
 
“How are you feeling about the motion and momentum of these last twelve months, Shane?” she asked after a pause. “Tomorrow is a grief laden anniversary, how do you feel about where life has taken you since the day you retired?” 
 
“I don’t um–” Shane rubbed the back of his neck, then pinched and pulled at his ear lobe for a while before he decided, “Well first of all, I don’t think life has taken me anywhere.” 
 
“No?” Dr. Soule’s eyebrow twitched up curiously as she noted the new, ear related, self soothing tic. “And why is that?” 
 
“Because I said no to the third surgery and signed off on the retirement statement.” he answered steadily. “I bought the cabin and packed up my car and moved to Montbonne. I said yes to coaching the Mighty Loons and yes to– “ to Ilya. “-- to a relationship. You asked where life has taken me like I was sitting in the passenger seat and letting it all happen, but those were my choices. My decisions, I wasn’t–” 
 
He stopped. Dr. Soule smiled. 
 
“Oh.” Shane shook his head with a small huff. “You walked me right into that. Got me to admit everything this last year has been an active choice on my part, instead of letting me blame my injury for taking everything away from me.” 
 
“How has the last twelve months changed your definition of the word everything, Shane?” she prompted with that same, proud smile. “What does everything mean to you now, a whole year after your retirement?” 
 
“It doesn’t mean my career and my records and my stats.” Shane thought about a bakery with an apartment upstairs, an ice rink with a gang of hooting and hollering Mighty Loons circling center ice, an East End house with twin girls and a thousand stuffed animals and Ilya always ready with a smile and a kiss. “It means… other stuff. Better stuff. Everything before retirement was about me and now it’s… not. Now it’s about more than only me.” 
 
“Mmhm. I have seen that shift in your priorities in the last several months, yes.” Dr. Soule nodded along in agreement as she took her notes. “Now that we’ve established your awareness of the last year being driven by your actions rather than the universe being seemingly out to get you, tell me how you feel about it, how you look back and view the time.” 
 
“I think it’s been the longest year of my life.” He began slowly. “But at the same time, I can’t believe it’s only been a year because I think lived–” Shane made a vague motion out towards the forest, the lake, the wide expanse beyond the windows. “--more. I’ve lived more in the last six months than I did in six years.” 
 
“And I’m not saying the bulk of time after Vegas was a waste,” he shook his head, remembering Dr. Soule’s scolding over him acting as if ten whole years of his life hadn’t mattered because he’d been broken hearted. “I’m saying the everything,” he rapped his knuckles at the table meaningfully, “of the last six months feels more important than the everything of the last six years. More important and maybe,” 
 
He pressed at his chest, over his heart. “Maybe better for me. Even with the shitty parts.” 
 
“You said it’s been the longest year of your life, but at the same time, you can’t believe it’s only been a year.” She mentioned. “Do you think unshackling yourself from Vegas has given you the freedom to both acknowledge and ignore the passage of time?” 
 
“…yes.” Shane confirmed after a beat of consideration. “Yeah. I’m aware of every day, making a point to get through every day but not in that shitty way where every single minute sucks so the days are too long.” 
 
And after another moment to reflect, “But I’m sorta unaware of every day, too. The days and weeks and months blend together. Not blurry and dark like when I’d lose a whole summer working out or dialing in my diet. More like, it’s all one good day. One whole,” he floundered a little, trying to explain, “one whole thing that’s happening. Yeah, there’s moments that stand out, but I don’t look back at it and pinpoint every single shitty moment because there’s so many or every single good moment because there isn’t enough.” 
 
“Does that,” he winced, still occasionally self conscious about his inability to get the words out even after months talking with Dr. Soule. “Does that make sense?” 
 
“Yes of course.” she assured him. “And I’m glad to hear you say that. It’s a tricky thing, finding that balance of creating and enjoying purposeful, positive moments without getting bogged down and depressed by the enormity of the work that goes into making it through every single day. I think six months ago, you could have written me a date stamped, annotated list of all the worst moments of your life. Today, I think your list would be overwhelmingly positive and I’d even chance assuming the negative moments on your list would come with asterisks and explanations about why the outcome and consequence of those moments were positive.” 
 
“Assuming.” Shane smirked to himself. “Doesn’t that just make us buttholes?” 
 
“Does assuming make us buttholes?” the doctor repeated blankly. “I feel like this is some sort of inside joke and I don’t know the punchline.” 
 
“Yeah. Sorry.” Shane grinned. “I spend a lot of time with seven and eight year olds. Most of my days are filled with dumb jokes.” 
 
“Don’t apologize, Shane.” she chided gently. “I’m glad to know you’ve made time in your life for silly little inside jokes, especially since you seem to be thrilled about it.” 
 
“Fuck. I really really am.” 
 
“Glad to hear it. Now.” Dr. Soule turned to a fresh page in her notebook. “What are your plans for tomorrow? Are you doing anything specific to commemorate or acknowledge your retirement? Perhaps a quiet day in the cabin or taking a long drive? Or have you maybe planned a full day to stay distracted so you don’t get melancholy?” 
 
She added, “There’s no right or wrong answer here, Shane. I won’t consider it a step backwards in your journey if you need to be distracted all day and I won’t consider it a win if you spend the time in quiet self reflection. I am simply asking.” 
 
“I’ll get up and go skating like I do every morning.” Five am. Montbonne community ice rink. 
 
“I’ll have breakfast with my partner at Jacob’s Place like we do every Wednesday.” Pancakes, melted peanut butter, playing toe taps under the table.
 
“I might go to the bakery so I don’t stay at the cabin and scroll social media.” A mid morning nap in the apartment and lunch delivered by way of his baker would be perfect. 
 
“And then I’ll go to the gym tomorrow afternoon. Normal stuff, mostly. Tomorrow’s an anniversary but it’s also just Wednesday. So I’ll do my Wednesday stuff.” 
 
“Your partner.” Dr. Soule made a quick note. “He is aware of what tomorrow is?” 
 
“Yes.” Shane said immediately, but then realized, “Well, I haven’t said anything about it. Haven’t brought it up. But yeah. He definitely knows.” 
 
“You’re sure?”
 
“Yes.” Shane thought about Ilya showing up at the rink for the anniversary of his injury, uninvited and unexpected and square in the middle of their break up, because finally being able to be there for Shane had been more important than whatever else was going on. “I’m sure he knows exactly what tomorrow is and I know,” he nodded emphatically, “he’ll make it easier on me.” 
 
“Alright then.” she set her pen down and picked up her tea again. “I’m really very happy for you Shane.” 
 
“Thanks.” Shane glanced at the waiting notifications on his phone from Lily, and smiled. “I’m pretty happy for me too.” 
 
From Jane: I can’t wait to see you tomorrow.
 
From Lily: Come home for dinner tonight. I put dinner in the oven, it will be ready in thirty minutes. Is just enough time for you to get here.
 
From Lily: Or I can come out to get you, if you do not want to drive.
 
From Jane: You’d drive all the way out here just to get me for dinner?
 
From Lily: Of course.
 
From Jane: Of course.
 
From Lily: Is a yes? I will have the girls set another plate.
 
From Jane: No, not tonight. But thank you.
 
From Lily: For what?
 
From Jane: For having room for me.
 
From Lily: Anything, Shanychka. See you tomorrow. Чмок-чмок
 
From Jane: See you tomorrow.
 
*****
 
Wednesday
 
Shane kept his phone off all night and all morning until it was time to meet Ilya for breakfast.
 
He wasn’t active on social media anymore, but that didn’t stop the different sites and companies and teams from tagging him in condolence posts, in ‘remember when’ posts, in ‘we miss you Shane Hollander’ posts that didn’t mean fuck all to him. 
 
Shane didn’t want the influx of texts from all the people in his phone who really did mean well and really did miss him, but hadn’t bothered to text more than once or twice since he was replaced on the Metros bench. He didn’t even want the texts from his mom and dad, from Hayden and Jackie, who would be tactful and gentle and honest because they knew what the day meant and what it represented and wouldn’t be there with empty platitudes and useless sympathies. 
 
Shane knew Ilya would understand if any texts went unanswered until after he got off the ice. Ilya would only worry if seven am came and went and Shane hadn’t turned his phone on to at least check in as he left the rink. Shane knew Ilya knew, so he left his phone off, left his phone in the car, and went for a very much needed, very much quiet morning skate. 
 
“Come on, Hollander.” His skates fit weird, bulky and uncomfortable and heavy on his feet. Shane laced them up anyway, and managed to be relatively kind to himself with a whispered, “It’s in my head, I’m fine, it’s gonna be okay.” and then a louder, “Get your ass on the ice, Hollander, come on!” 
 
He got his ass on the ice, and his skates felt better once he was moving. His stick was unwieldy and unbalanced until he chased down a puck and fell into a familiar drill. The corners were shrouded in shadows and his knee ached as he bent into the first one, but by the second corner Shane wasn’t watching the dark, he was focused on the light hitting the blue lines and illuminating center ice, and he tipped his head back and let the cold filter through his hair and up the loose sleeves of his favorite, stretched out shirt. 
 
“I’m okay.” Shane sped up, moved faster, pushed harder, chasing the puck down the ice and pivoting back and forth, switching forwards and backwards, bent into the corners and stretching out for the straightaways. 
 
“I’m okay.” He ditched the stick and puck after half an hour and pushed off from the wall moving quick, his blades scrush scrush scrushing digging snow and carving lines in the ice as he raced through figure eights, up and round the face off circles, back and forth sprinting the blue lines until he was sweating, his chest tight, his vision blurring.  
 
“I’m okay.” He showered in the locker rooms when his hour was up, both hands braced on the cold tile wall and the hot water pounding against his shoulders, pouring down his back and streaming along his legs over the mottled scars and bulky scar tissue on his left side. 
 
From Jane: Remember the CCM locker room? 
 
From Lily: Obviously yes.
 
From Jane: Just checking. 
 
From Lily: Do I remember taking a chance on the most beautiful boy I ever saw with freckles like someone attacked him with a marker and enough muscles to fuck me up if I misjudged and he did not like it? Obviously YES. 
 
From Jane: Wait. My freckles look like someone attacked me with a marker?? 
 
From Lily: So pretty. Best artwork ever. Hang it in the Louvre. 
 
From Jane: Jesus Christ. 
 
From Lily: You are okay today? 
 
From Jane: Yeah. I’m okay today. 
 
“I will have salmon eggs benedict.” Ilya told the waitress at Jacob’s when she came to take their order later that morning. “Coach Hollander will have pancakes. Melted peanut butter, yes? Eggs over medium. Please add an extra egg and extra side of sausage.” 
 
“Sure thing, Mr. Rozanov.” she jotted down the order then winked at Shane, “Coach Hollander. Be right back.” 
 
“Spasibo.” Ilya waited for Shane to add almond milk to his coffee, then tapped their shoes together under the table. “You are shaky?” 
 
“Uh, a little.” Shane was shaky. He had to hold his coffee mug with both hands to get it to his mouth. “I had a protein bar before skating today, but I went pretty hard at it. Didn’t eat enough and haven’t restocked my car with snacks so I’m starving.”
 
Belatedly, and with an appreciative nudge at Ilya’s shoe. “That’s why you ordered me an extra egg and extra sausage. Because you saw I was shaky and figured I didn’t eat enough before skating. Extra protein.”
 
“Yes.” Ilya smiled briefly, then double checked. “Other than being shaky, you are okay today, though? Or struggling? You thought you’d be back on the ice by now.” 
 
“I am back on the ice.” Shane pointed out. “I was literally on the ice this morning. And I’ll be back on the ice tomorrow morning and for practice tomorrow night– I am back on the ice.” 
 
“Yes. You are.” There was only acceptance in Shane’s voice, acceptance and a tinge of contentment without regret or resignation and Ilya smiled when he heard it. “The girls want you to come for a sleepover tomorrow.” 
 
“Oh yeah?” the subject change took Shane by surprise, and he gulped down a too hot swallow of coffee as he tried to mentally adjust. “A sleepover on a school night? That doesn’t sound very super strict Dad of you.” 
 
“I can be a super strict Dad who is also fun.” Ilya balled up a napkin and flicked it at Shane for his sass. “And Friday is in-service day, so Thursday is technically the weekend. In service days mean all night movie nights. Is a tradition.” 
 
“Wow. Tradition.” Shane whistled as if impressed. “Explain the tradition to me then.” 
 
“New jammies first.” Ilya counted off the sleepover parameters on his fingers. “We will go to the store and pick them out. Then girl dinner. A movie marathon, always with a theme. And then sleeping in the living room with all the favorite blankets and stuffies.” 
 
“What’s girl dinner?” 
 
“Charcuterie board.” Came the quick explanation. “I can customize to each girl, and it feels like fun snacks and finger foods, but is still filling and healthy. And Nadya can double fist all her favorites,” Ilya mimed shoving two handfuls of food into his mouth, “While Mariya can pick and choose without mixing.” 
 
“Girl dinner. Huh” It was both entirely endearing and somehow entirely unsurprising that Ilya would take the time to set up individual charcuterie boards for his girls to ensure sleepover movie nights were as well rounded, but kiddo-specific as possible. “It sounds super fun, but it sounds like a you-and-them thing.” 
 
Shane drummed his fingers on the side of his coffee mug anxiously. “I want to spend time with you guys.” he stated, “But I don’t want to intrude. If this is a Dad and kiddos tradition, I don’t want to butt in and mess up–” 
 
“Nadyushka asked if you were going to come.” Ilya cut in, reaching across the table with a there and gone touch at Shane’s hand to hush him. “Masha says you can come only if you let them pick the theme and movies. I said we could ask you, and they screamed about it until my ears hurt.” 
 
“Really?” Shane couldn’t help the hopeful jolt of his heart, or his wide grin. “They were that excited about me coming over?” 
 
“You are their favorite person, Shanychka. Of course they are this excited.” Ilya added a couple packets of sweetener to his coffee and stirred it to dissolving. “But, act surprised when they ask you. Do not tell them I asked you first.” 
 
“Why’d you ask me first, then?” 
 
“Because today is a tough day.” Ilya met his eyes over the rim of his coffee cup. “And if today was bad, I did not know how the weekend would be, if you would go to Montreal to be with your family, or stay in the cabin by yourself. I asked first so you could say no to me, and then I,” he motioned to himself, “could change the plan with the girls and they would not know you said no. They could blame me for no Coach at the sleepover.” 
 
“Shit.” Shane scrubbed at his mouth, his breath catching overwhelmed at how willingly and how often Ilya stepped up unasked to pre-emptively make things easier on him. “I want to kiss you for that.” 
 
“Later, yes.” They weren’t exactly hiding, not while sitting in what had become their booth by the window and in the morning sunshine, but having a standing breakfast date where all the staff pretended it was perfectly normal for Mr. Rozanov to order for Coach Hollander was one thing. Kissing in public when Shane’s dark eyes were emotional with the weight of the anniversary and the newness of being invited to family movie night sleepovers made the moment feel charged was different. 
 
“Today is a tough day, but I’m okay.” it took Shane a minute to break eye contact, to tear his gaze away from Ilya’s lips, to stop rubbing his thumb at the tabletop unconsciously mirroring Ilya rubbing his thumb at the tabletop because they wanted needed to touch one another. “I’ll act surprised when the girls ask me. For sure.” 
 
“That will be very fun for them.” Ilya raised his eyebrows, prodding, “You will say yes?” 
 
“I mean,” It hadn’t even occurred to Shane to say no. “Yeah. If the girls are gonna invite me for a sleepover, of course I’ll say yes.” 
 
“Of course.” Ilya mocked teasingly. “So if I were asking you, there is a chance you would say no?” 
 
“Oh definitely.” Shane laughed when Ilya gasped theatrically, his coffee mug thumping dramatically on the table. “I would definitely say no if you invited me.” 
 
“What?!” gasp. “How could you!” 
 
“The girls are inviting me for a yummy dinner and fun movies and staying up late probably telling terrible stories.” He pointed out, fighting a smile. “You would only invite me over for, you know. Canoodling.” 
 
“Ah. Yes.” Ilya didn’t bother denying it. “You see right through my schemes.” 
 
“Yeah, well.” Shane kicked him teasingly. “You’re not real subtle.” 
 
“You are so bad at noticing flirting, if I was subtle we would still be stuck being monks until we were ninety.” Ilya sat back in the booth as their food arrived, moving his cup out of the way so the waitress could set all the plates down. “Bring jammies tonight?” 
 
Shane sat back too, smiling at the waitress in thanks when she set a tiny pitcher of melted peanut butter down with his pancakes, “I figured I could wear a pair of your pajamas.”
 
“Yes.” Ilya waited for Shane to start in on the extra sausage and eggs before picking up his own fork. “I meant bring the jammies that are mine that I was going to take home with me after the sleepover, but you hid so I couldn’t find when I left on Sunday.”
 
“Huh. Weird.” Shane doused his pancakes in the melted peanut butter, kicked Ilya’s shoe under the table, and shrugged. “I have no idea what pajamas you’re talking about.”
 
“You are a lying liar who lies.” Ilya aggressively crunched through a piece of bacon and kicked him right back. “I want my jammies back, Coach Hollander.”
 
“Hm.” Shane hooked his foot at Ilya’s calf, dark eyes sparkling with laughter as he cut into the stack of pancakes. “Die mad about it, Mr. Rozanov.” 
 
*****
 
Thursday
 
“Coach Coach Coach!” It took all of Ilya’s sternest insistence to convince Nadya and Mariya to wait until after practice to ask Shane about the sleepover, and the very instant the rink’s double doors closed behind the last set of parents, the twins went tearing towards the office and burst though the door, racing opposite ways around Shane’s desk to ambush him from both sides and demand–
 
“C-Coach! Will you c-come for–rr a sleepover tonight?!” 
 
“It’s an inservice day tomorrow so we get movie night all night!” 
 
“Y-You can stay an-and watch too!” 
 
“The Barbie movies!” 
 
“F-First the Princess and th-the Pauper.” 
 
“Then Swan Lake!” 
 
“Twelve D-D-Dancing Princesses!” 
 
“And the one with the diamond castle!” 
 
“Barbie movies.” Shane hauled Nadya up onto his knee, looped his arm around Mariya’s waist and scooped her close to his side, then sent Ilya his best, most judgmental look. “The sleepover theme is Barbie movies?” 
 
It sure made Ilya feel a certain way tender to stand there in the door and watch his girls cozy into Shane’s arms like they’d known him their whole lives, like he was just as much a part of their hearts as he and their Mama. 
 
It sure made llya feel a certain way overwhelmed and hopeful and sappy romantic thinking about the future to watch Shane adjust the barrette in Nadya’s hair and turn his hand over so Mariya could draw her little circles and tap out her little unconscious rhythms on his palm while she rambled excitedly about the best songs and cutest creatures in her favorite Barbie movie.  
 
Fuck, Hollander. 
 
“The Barbie movies are better than you think.” he shrugged nonchalantly, ignoring the curious quirk to Shane’s brow when Shane caught him staring for so long. “The music in the one about the outer space concert deserves a Grammy.” 
 
“A Grammy.” Shane snorted at him. “Who are you, and what have you done with Ilya Rozanov who only listened to hater-ation playlists?” 
 
“I still have hater-ation playlists.” he deflected, amused, then sent a devastatingly lewd wink Shane’s way and added, “But now, I am Daddy. So my tastes have changed.” 
 
“Okay never say that again.” A flush of red far past flamingo or even tomato flooded Shane’s face, filling in behind his freckles and tinging the tip of his ears. “Never call yourself Daddy in that tone of voice while winking at me ever again.” 
 
“Mmm… I think you like it.” Ilya suggested with a noise that was damn near a purr, and Shane had to clear his throat, clear his throat, scratch at his nose and clear his throat again before he could very purposefully focus on the girls and very decidedly ignore Ilya’s knowing grin and ask, “So we’re watching four Barbie movies?” 
 
“No, Coach.” Mayday corrected him. “We watch all of them. All night.” 
 
“...oh?” 
 
“And in the mmmorning?” Nadya dimpled a sweet smile up at him. “Daddy will m-make waffles.” 
 
“Or pancakes!” 
 
“Or cinnamon r-rolls!” 
 
“He makes us whatever we want!” 
 
“Of course he does.” Shane risked a glance over at Ilya, promptly regretted it when Ilya ran his tongue over his teeth and grinned mouthing ‘whatever you want’, and turned back to the girls. “I would love to come over for a sleepover.” 
 
“Yay!” 
 
“Sp-Spasibo, Coach!” 
 
“I dunno about staying up all night for a movie marathon though.” He wanted them faux seriously. “I’m old, now. I might fall asleep.” 
 
“No, you have to stay up!” Mariya yanked at his hand stubbornly. “Daddy gives us ten dollars for every hour we stay up past bedtime!” 
 
“Oh there’s money involved?” Shane widened his eyes, and Nadya clapped her hands excitedly, “Yes!” 
 
“I want money for staying up past bedtime too.” he grinned when he heard Ilya groan out loud. “I think we should stay up all night long, make your Dad give us lots of money, then go the arcade and play a bunch of games.” 
 
“Yes!” 
 
“Y-Yay Coach!” 
 
Satisfied with their attempt to get Coach to come over for sleepover and with the plan to extort more money from their Dad, the twins raced out of the office and out to get their bags, calling impatiently over their shoulder for Ilya to hurry up, they wanted to go pick out new pajamas. 
 
“Hm, I did not plan for this.” Ilya pushed the office door mostly closed and shoved his hands in his pockets, sauntering over to the desk so he was standing over Shane. “For my sleepover with my boyfriend to cost me so much extra money.” 
 
“Hm, maybe,” Shane sat back in his chair and opened his legs, pulling at Ilya’s pants to drag him in closer. “you shouldn’t bribe your kids with money, then.” 
 
“I guess is a good thing I have so much. Does not matter if it is all theirs now or after I am old and leave it in my will.” Ilya bumped the back of his knuckles at Shane’s cheek curiously, “What is the purpose of your face, you are looking at me funny.” 
 
“You said, um--” Shane turned into Ilya’s palm when he cupped his cheek. “You said boyfriend.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya stated. “Boyfriends. Is what the girls say we are, is what we told them. So why do you look funny about it?” 
 
“No, I know,” he shook his head. “I know boyfriend is what they call us and what we told them, I call you my boyfriend in my head. It’s just… a stupid word, right? Boyfriend? Hearing it out loud sounds dumb. Sounds young.” 
 
“Ah. Feels like highschool.” Ilya agreed. “Like teenagers playing at dating.” 
 
“Right. Instead of grown men in our thirties with all our years of history and drama and,” Shane motioned behind him. “Bullshit. Boyfriends is–” 
 
“Not a big enough word?” 
 
“Exactly.” Shane slid his hands up Ilya’s thighs to brace at his hips. “We’re way bigger than only boyfriends, right?” 
 
“Way bigger, yes.” Ilya bent down to plant his hands on the arms of Shane’s chair, looming over him and caging him in with his bulk, smiling slow and knowing when Shane’s head fell back, lips and legs parting expectantly. 
 
“Say it anyway.” Ilya lowered his voice as he leaned closer, murmuring the words smug and teasing just before he lay a kiss to Shane’s upturned lips. “Call me your boyfriend and say you’ll have sleepover with me.” 
 
“Hmmm…” Shane kissed him back, barely there brushing at Ilya’s mouth. “I thought I was having a Barbie themed sleepover with the twins and you were making us charcuterie boards and paying us for every hour we stayed up past bedtime.” 
 
“Damn you.” Ilya laughed and pecked a quick kiss at the tip of his nose. “Fine. You are coming over right now? After you lock up?” 
 
“I’ve got my overnight bag in the car.” Shane confirmed. “Should I stop by the store and pick anything up?” 
 
“No, we have everything for sleepover except–” Ilya grimaced when an impatient bellow from the girls demanding he hurry up sort of ruined his attempt at being romantic, “Everything for sleepover except you. But you will be home soon?” 
 
“Yeah. I’ll be–” the home part stuck in Shane’s throat. He hated how hard it was to say, hated it just like he hated how he still wasn’t brave enough to say I love you. “Yeah. Soon.” 
 
“See you there.” Ilya tapped his lips twice and headed for the door, and Shane–
 
“Hey.” Shane got up from the desk and hurried to meet Ilya at the door, pushing it shut again so he could pull Ilya into a hard kiss. Ilya blinked at him surprised by the impromptu and sorta pushy kiss, and Shane floundered, “I um– I just– I meant to say–” 
 
I want to be home with you. 
 
“I just wanted to– you said, um–” 
 
“Oh, I get it.” Ilya teased when Shane stuttered through a few non explanations. “You liiiiiiike meeeeee.” 
 
“Fuck off.” Shane nodded nodded, and kissed Ilya again. “Yeah. Okay. I like you.” 
 
“I knew it.” Ilya sounded positively gleeful about the whole thing, and if Shane hadn’t been smiling so big, he might have punched him for being so goddamn insufferably smug about it. 
 
“See you soon.” 
 
Despite Ilya’s gleeful confidence over being liked and how happy he’d been to give and get those last few kisses from Shane before hustling the girls to the car and home to get the house ready, he was nervous right down to his bones about the impending sleepover. 
 
From Sveta: There is no reason to be nervous, Ilyushka. You know your Jane wouldn’t have said yes if he didn’t really want to be home with you and the girls. 
 
From Ilya: No, I know. But I want it to be perfect. It has to be perfect. He invited me to the cabin and it was perfect. He worked very hard and made it so good. I want that for tonight, too. 
 
From Sveta: Jane has been with our girls in the hospital, he stayed with you when you were dealing with Alexei and on your sad days, he did not give up on you or the girls when you were high on Nyquil and snotty nosed and gross. He wants to be with you even when it is not perfect. Stop worrying. 
 
From Sveta: Go have one of your super secret cigarettes and calm the hell down. You will give yourself anxiety hives, and bozhe moy you look like the side character who teaches the main characters about the awkwardness of puberty and acne on after school specials from the 90s when that happens. For your own sake and Jane’s poor eyes having to look at you with anxiety hives, calm down.
 
From Ilya: Sveta, sometimes your support feels like bullying.
 
From Sveta: That’s because I am bullying you, my love. 
 
Ilya rolled his eyes at the message and put the phone away, ignoring Svetlana’s snarky but honest advice to have a cigarette to avoid the anxiety hives so he could get to work prepping dinner and snacks for the night. 
 
There were six different types of meat and three different cheeses in the fridge, and Ilya piled them all on the counter, then grabbed the mandoline slicer from one of the higher cupboards and rolled up his sleeves to start setting up the charcuterie boards.
 
Nadya liked salami and pepperoni and prosciutto, but Mariya hated the grease on her fingers, so Ilya had thick cut turkey and roast beef to cube, as well as grilled lemon pepper chicken breast sliced into thin pieces. There was sharp cheddar for Mariya but swiss for Nadya, and both girls had inexplicably developed an obsession with Cheez-wiz so Ilya braced himself and resolutely portioned out the horrifyingly artificial cheese product into small bowls for dipping. 
 
There were fresh made baguettes from the bakery, and Ilya cut the long loaves into bite sized pieces, then added a bowl of homemade balsamic and parmesan dipping sauce and arranged it on the boards. Blueberries, strawberries and apple slices with a honey dip for Nadya, no dip at all for Mariya, but a big bowl of mixed olives for Mariya and absolutely none for Nadya, she’d rather die than eat an olive at any point in her young life. 
 
Walnuts, not peanuts, and certainly not cashews. Grapes for one, cherries for the other, yes pretzel bites with mustard but under no circumstances was the mustard to be anything even approaching spicy. Ilya had made miniature cookies that morning and he unwrapped a pan of chewy brownies to slice into little squares to add to the dessert board, and he was just turning on the mixer to whip up some creamy frosting so the girls could dip graham crackers when–
 
“Doorbell! Doorbell! Doorbell!” Mariya came sliding around the corner at a speed only a notch below breakneck, slipping and skidding in her brand new striped feetie jammies as she raced to get to the front door. 
 
“C-Coach is here!” Nadya was right behind her twin, scrambling for traction in her polka dotted set of jammies and bouncing off the wall in her haste to get down the hall. 
 
“Girls!” Ilya shouted after them in helpless dismay as he heard the security system beep unlocked as Shane opened the door to let himself in. “Do not slide and crash into–” 
 
“Whoa, Mayday!” Shane yelped in surprise when he had to drop his bag and catch a wildly flailing seven year old before she splatted flat on the entryway floor.
 
Then, “Nadya! Oops, hold on, I’ve got you.” as Shane snagged Nadya around her waist and barely managed to stay on his feet as her momentum carried her and him into a half circle. “I like your pajamas, but why didn’t your Dad buy the ones with grippies on the bottom?!” 
 
“Th-they have grippies!” Nadya’s high pitched voice carried right to the kitchen. “We put s-socks over the grippies ssssso we can slide better!” 
 
“Oh, that sounds super safe.” Shane’s voice muffled a little as he turned to hang his jacket up. “I bet your dad just loves that.” 
 
“I do not in fact, love it.” Ilya’s heart rate picked up pitter patter excited when Shane made his way into the kitchen, Nadya scooped up on his hip and Mariya holding onto his hand, dancing along at his side. “But is a battle I have lost too many times, so.” he shrugged. “Will only take one good thump into the walls to teach them to be safe.” 
 
“Nothing like a good bump on the head to knock some sense into kids, right?” Shane chuckled at him. “That’s what my Dad always said when I was learning to play.” 
 
“Yes, is true. That or too many bumps knocks all the common sense out.” Ilya inclined his head meaningfully but playfully towards the girls, “I am worried about one of those things for one of the girls, and worried about the other thing for the other girl.” 
 
“I feel like I know which girl you’re worried about which thing happening to.” Shane decided and Ilya winked, “I think you know too.” 
 
He held up his hands apologetically as he showed Shane the meat grease and frosting stains on his apron, “Go put your bag in the bedroom and I will wash up so we can say hello?” 
 
“Sure.” Shane’s eyes darted around the kitchen taking in the individual sized maple charcuterie boards piled high with sliced meats, cheeses and fruits and the still being created dessert board with the mini cookies, bite sized brownies and bowls ready for frosting, before landing on Ilya and lingering, looking him over from the slicked back curls to the t-shirt pulled tight over his shoulders, the apron cinched at his waist and the ultra soft looking lounge pants that were polka dotted like Nadya’s but in the same color as Mariya’s pajamas so Ilya matched both girls for their movie night. 
 
Holy shit. Shane wondered if he’d ever get used to being so damn attracted to llya as a Dad. 
 
“Nadya. Mariya.” He set Nadya down carefully, not letting go until her slippery feet made contact with the kitchen floor, then wrangled his hand free of Mariya’s tight grasp. “Will you go grab my bag at the door? Definitely don’t look in the front pocket though, there isn’t anything in there for you guys. Not any new coloring books or crayons or stickers or anything.” 
 
“Oh!” the girls were gone in a split second, risking life and limb to scurry and skid back down the hall to get to Shane’s bag and absolutely rummage through the front pockets to find the Barbie themed coloring books, crayons and stickers Shane had stopped to buy at the store before heading over. 
 
“Hi.” As soon as the girls started shouting over everything they found in the bag, Shane crossed the kitchen and set his hand low at the small of Ilya’s back, spreading his fingers wide and angling in as best he could between Ilya’s body and the counter to kiss him. 
 
“Hi.” Ilya sighed against his lips. “You took longer than I thought to come over.” 
 
“I stopped for coloring books and things for the girls.” Shane explained, and Ilya tsked at him, “You spoil them too much.” 
 
“And you seem super upset about it.” Shane laughed, and kissed him again, smoothing his hands longingly at Ilya’s side before pulling away. “Can I borrow some pajamas?” 
 
“I told you to bring some!” Ilya protested. “You were too busy kicking me at breakfast to listen!” 
 
“I wasn’t kicking you.” Shane huffed. “I thought we were–” if boyfriends felt like a dumb word, 'playing footsies' definitely felt dumb, but Shane said it anyway. “We were just playing footsies!”
 
“Playing footsies.” Ilya repeated flatly. “Is supposed to be romantic. You kicked me.” 
 
“You kicked me back!” 
 
“Everything is a competition with you!” 
 
“Shut the fuck up.” Shane grabbed him into another kiss just because he wanted to. Just because he could. Just because Ilya’s broad shoulders dropped and the noise he made was soft and sweet and he craned his neck trying to press close molding to Shane like he wanted it more than breathing. 
 
“I didn’t bring jammies.” Shane admitted hushed when Ilya’s eyes were stayed closed after the kiss, his gorgeous lips parted like he was waiting for more. “But only cos you said you were going to keep them here and I didn’t want that.” 
 
“You didn’t want that.” Ilya opened his eyes and frowned, leaned back so he could flick his gaze all over Shane’s face, trying to catalogue and read and understand the crease at Shane’s brow, the uncertainty at the corner of his eyes and in the set of his mouth. “Why not?” 
 
“You said you’d bring the pajamas back here.” Shane repeated, and Ilya nodded slowly, “Yes, because then they would be here and you would be here to wear them.” 
 
“Right. But. If the pajamas are here for sleepovers.” Shane gestured to the house. “Then I won’t have anything of yours at the cabin.” 
 
He scratched at his eyebrow, then his eyelid, mumbling, “I’ve been wearing them for months. I know they’re yours and I was supposed to give them back, but they’re… mine. And yours. It’s a whole thing, right? A joke that isn’t really a joke cos it’s–” 
 
He shook his head, flexing his fingers jumpy as he tried to explain it in a way that didn’t sound insane. Or whiny. Or weirdly attached to flannel pants. 
 
“Even if we start doing sleepovers all the time over here.” he tried again. “And I wear those specific pajamas every single time, it’s just– I still want something there. At the cabin. A pair that's yours and mine and I can sleep in and be comfortable with. I’m realizing I should have just brought a pair of my own that aren’t yours from the cabin, but that doesn’t seem like the same thing. So um. So–” 
 
He fully sounded codependent about a pair of fucking flannel pants. Damn it. Shane closed his eyes and mentally cursed. He’d practiced what he was going to say on the drive over, had worked out his reasons for being so dead set against giving the pajamas back and had worked it all into a concise explanation that had disappeared right out of his brain the second he was up close and kissing Ilya. 
 
Damn it. 
 
“What I mean, is–” 
 
“You need a pair that is yours but mine at the cabin.” Ilya took a chance on interpreting the half stammered explanation. “And a pair that is mine but yours here. Yes?” 
 
“Uh.” Shane blinked. “Yes. Exactly that.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya turned the mixer off and picked up an ice cream scoop, twirling it between his fingers a few times before picking up the bowl and scooping out neatly portioned dollops of frosting to arrange around the dessert board. “Okay.” 
 
“Okay?” Shane checked in uncertainty. “That’s it? All you’re gonna say?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya opened a cupboard to a much smaller but still beautifully organized assortment of sprinkles, and plucked out two different containers to garnish the top of the frosting bowls. “I laid out a set for you on the bed.” 
 
“Wait.” Shane blinked. “What? You already have a set for me? Did you know I wasn’t going to bring the pajamas from the cabin?” 
 
“Not for sure, but maybe.” Ilya unwrapped six inch rounds of red velvet cake and vanilla cake, and selected a small, star shaped cookie cutter to punch out finger-food sized pieces of each. “Is one of my favorite things that you refuse to give them back, Shanycha. I don’t want you to give them back. I want you to wear them all the time.” 
 
“...oh.” 
 
“I like when you are dorky and smug and lie about them.” He sent Shane a quick smile. “And I liked that you wore them when I was there for a sleepover. You can have my pajamas at the cabin and you can have my pajamas here, too. I like that alot, seeing you in my things. Especially here at home.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane leaned back against the counter and plucked an olive from the bigger charcuterie board Ilya had put together for them. 
 
“But what if,” his nose wrinkled at the taste of that particular olive and Ilya pushed a different bowl of darker olives towards him instead. 
 
“What if,” that olive was better, and Shane ate a few more. “I want to see you in my things? Like, what if I bring you clothes from the cabin to wear, like my hoodie or sweatpants or whatever.” 
 
“I would wear them like lingerie for you.” The promise might have been romantic if Ilya hadn’t stuck his tongue out and waggled his eyebrows like some sort of cartoon villain. “Lifted up to show ankle and with no underwear so you can see buttcrack. Pushed up my arms and unbuttoned at my throat like a whore. You are such a good boy, it will be your undoing, hm?” 
 
“Oh my god, Ilya.” Shane rolled and rolled and rolled his eyes, then leaned over and kissed him again, nudging their noses together and licking at the seam of Ilya’s mouth until Ilya opened to let him in. He drew the kiss out slow but stayed far enough away so the only point of contact was their lips locked and his fingers sweeping through Ilya’s curls, tracking down to brush at his cheekbones and the line of his jaw, to hold at his chin. 
 
Ilya made a frustrated noise when he couldn’t hold grab Shane in because he had frosting on his fingers, when the girls started coming down the hall so time was running out, when Shane deepened the kiss for a heated few seconds and sucked at Ilya’s tongue, moaning low in his throat until Ilya had to pull away and whine, “Shane–!” 
 
“Keep it together.” Shane traced his tongue over Ilya’s lips, then his own before stepping back with a self satisfied smirk. “You’re a grown man. Quit acting like a teenage boyfriend getting stupid over some pajamas.” 
 
Confident, sexy, pursuing him Shane Hollander would never fail to short circuit Ilya’s brain, and he stammered stuttered tripped over his own tongue trying to retort, “Y-You get it together!” 
 
“Good comeback.” Shane pecked another quick kiss on his lips just as the girls came around the corner into the kitchen shouting about their new coloring books and waving their sticker sheets around. 
 
“I’m gonna go change!” Shane called over all the noise. “You’re good in here, right?” 
 
“You are a cruel person, Shane Hollander.” Ilya glowered at him before pointedly loosening his apron over his front and turning to face the counter. “You had better be very cute in those jammies to make up for this nonsense.”
 
“I’ll do my best.” Shane lingered a moment watching the girls jumping up and down at Ilya’s side trying to show him their crayons, and smiled. “Be right back.” 
 
*****
 
Sleepover night required girl dinner by way of overloaded charcuterie boards presented with a flourish and arranged on the living room coffee table for optimal reachability without one twin or the other inadvertently obscuring the TV as she strained for the specifically perfect little morsel she’d spied clear on the furthest side of the board.
 
There were rolls of paper towels strategically placed everywhere so the expected messes were easily handled. A truly astonishing amount of pillows and blankets appeared from the twins’ upstairs kingdom and from the oversized blanket chests in Ilya’s room, the guest room and against the wall under the window. The Barbie movies were lined up in some impossible to decipher sorting system the girls invented by themselves, and before Ilya pushed play, he held up his phone and reminded them–
 
“Sleepover picture, girls.” 
 
“Da, Daddy!” 
 
“Yay, pictures!” 
 
The girls were all too happy to pose in their new pajamas for the required sleepover picture. They clambered into the recliner and squished in next to Shane, exclaiming over how his pajamas matched their pajamas and Daddy’s pajamas before cheesing it up for a quick snapshot. Ilya squeezed in behind Shane and the twins for a selfie, and while the girls were racing to get back to their food and claim their regular spots on the couch, he kissed the top of Shane’s head, then swooped down to kiss his cheek and murmured, “Thank you.” 
 
“For what?” Shane wanted to know, but Ilya just shook his head and kissed him again, then went to flop on to the couch for his designated spot between the twins to start the first movie. 
 
From Lily: Sorry I cannot sit by you. Sleepover rules is I sit in the middle of the couch so each girl can sit with me.
 
From Jane: It’s fine. This way I don’t have to share my food.
 
From Lily: You think that, but the girls are like caribou. They migrate and graze anywhere they land.
 
From Jane: Migrate and graze?? 
 
Mariya and Nadya lasted through the first movie content to munch on their own food and sing along to the brightly colored, overly musical, storyline, but after coming back from mandatory potty breaks between the Princess and the Pauper and Swan Lake, Mariya migrated to perching at the top of the couch while Nadya wandered over to lean against the side of Shane’s recliner and eyeball what was left of the grapes on his plate. 
 
“Nadya, Coach doesn’t like when people eat off his plate.” Ilya warned mildly as he switched the movies over, but by the time he turned around, Nadya had her mouth full of stolen grapes and Shane was laughing about it, so alright then. 
 
The migrating got worse as the movie went on. Mariya abandoned the top of the couch to sprawl on the floor, while Nadya bounced between sitting on Ilya’s lap and sitting on the arm of the couch, then popping the bottom half on the other recliner and laying with her feet up on the headrest and her head on the foot rest, her curly hair nearly touching the floor as she watched the movie upside down. Mariya barrel rolled across the floor to tip tap her feet on top of Ilya’s socks, then crab walked over to Shane and asked very politely for the rest of his chicken, and double fisted it into her mouth as she stared wide eyed as a dance number unfolded on the screen. 
 
At several points, both girls got up on their tiptoes and twirled their way around the living room in a fairly accurate, if not hilariously ungainly rendition of the performances Barbie and her friends did so well, and both Shane and Ilya politely clapped when the girls curtsied and bowed at the end. 
 
From Jane: Have you thought about putting them in dance?
 
From Lily: There is no dance classes in Montbonne. Sometimes we put them in week long classes over break in Boston because Sveta loves to dance too. 
 
From Jane: What about choir? Does the elementary school have little kid choir? Nadya is so good at singing. 
 
From Lily: Is something about different sides of the brain, why she sings without tripping over words. I think is more about the beat and rhythm and memorized lyrics. In singing, she always knows what comes next, so is easier than talking, especially when she is excited or hyper.  
 
From Jane: She talks fine. Even when she is excited or hyper. 
 
Ilya smiled at the emphatic text-defense of his youngest baby. He picked up a walnut and flicked it in Shane’s direction, then tapped his lips twice blowing Shane two kisses when Shane startled and looked his way. 
 
From Jane: You could have just texted two kisses.
 
From Lily: But then I would not see your scrunched up angry little face, kotyonok. 
 
At some point during the movie about a whole dozen princesses dancing every which way, Ilya was kicked right off the couch so Mariya and Nadya could claim a spot on opposite sides, their little legs stretched so they could tap their feet together. 
 
“Where am I supposed to sit!” Ilya put up the requisite fuss about being thoroughly ousted as if it didn’t happen every single movie night, and Mariya was all too happy to inform him, “Sit on the floor Daddy!” 
 
“You will throw candy in my hair.” Ilya accused, and Nadya paused guiltily with a handful of Skittles, “N-no we w-won’t.” 
 
“Come sit by me.” Shane put a pillow on the floor between his feet and motioned Ilya over. “I promise not to throw anything in your hair.” 
 
“Fine, I will sit with Coach since my own daughters kicked me away.” Ilya groused and grumbled and grumped his way over to the recliner, bringing his drink and a small plate of the red velvet squares with the dipping bowl of frosting for Shane to snack on for dessert. He settled between Shane’s feet and made sure the twins saw him scowling their way, but once Nadya and Mariya were happily re-engrossed in the film, Ilya tilted his head back and smiled up at Shane. “Hi.” 
 
“Hi.” Shane had been ready and willing to sit in the recliner while Ilya and the girls did their usual sleepover movie night couch snuggling. He really didn’t want to intrude on their tradition, he didn’t want to impose or inject himself where maybe Coach wasn’t necessarily needed or even wanted, but oh he was so happy to have Ilya close. 
 
He wedged his feet right up to Ilya’s hips, tucking his toes under Ilya’s thighs and hugging his shoulders with his knees. Ilya dragged one of the dozens of blankets over to cover his legs, wrapped his hand around Shane’s foot under the covers, squeezing firmly when Shane sank his hands into the thick curls and dragged his fingers lightly scratching at Ilya’s scalp. 
 
“I am glad you are here.” Ilya murmured under the sound of the girls singing through another song. He turned his head enough to rub and rest his cheek on Shane’s knee and let out a deep sigh when Shane bent forward to kiss the top of his head. “Mmm…” 
 
“I’m glad I’m here too.” 
 
The movies droned on, scene after scene blending into a glittery, colorful themed loop of friendship and self confidence and kindness. The girls’ singing went from loudly enthusiastic to slightly more than mumbles, their recitation of memorized lines falling away as bedtime came and went and their eyes started to droop. The dessert board was first devoured, then picked at, then eventually abandoned all together as their sweet tooth and energy levels and determination to stay up all night slowly but surely started to lose to the late hour. 
 
Shane smiled when Mariya’s yawn accentuated chatter about different dresses cut off as she fell asleep mid sentence, and he chuckled when he looked over at the other end of the couch and saw Nadya was already out, mouth open and arms flailed out every which way as she breathed heavy and slow and exhausted.  
 
At some point, Ilya fell asleep too. Shane was half dazed himself, not sleepy but spacey enjoying the warmth of Ilya’s frame against the inside of his legs, Ilya’s hands heavy on his feet keeping him grounded, the soothing, settling scratch at Ilya’s scalp and through Ilya’s hair that tingled at his fingertips and matched his breathing. 
 
Inhale, exhale. In and out. Scritch, scratch, inhale, exhale, in and out. 
 
Ilya fell asleep and Shane was so busy humming quietly and drifting, so busy breathing and tugging pulling combing though Ilya’s hair that he didn’t notice until the movie finished and the music stopped and Ilya didn’t move to change it over. 
 
“Baby?” Shane whispered, leaning over so he could see Ilya’s eyes closed, his lashes dark against his cheek. “Oh. Okay. That’s okay.” 
 
Shane slouched down in the recliner and kept scratching idly through Ilya’s hair, humming under his breath and looking around the room, at the flickering TV and the leftover mess from their version of girl dinner, the blankets and stuffies and comfort evident in every corner, on every surface. The girls were asleep, cozy and safe and happily unaware that they’d only managed to stay awake an hour and a half past their usual bedtime, Ilya was sleeping against him, heavy and warm and content and Shane thought oh. 
 
He thought, oh. I could love this life. 
 
It was almost midnight before Ilya stirred, mumbling in confusion as he shook himself awake, and Shane leaned forward again to whisper, “Hey, it’s okay. I’m here.” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya tipped his head back, eyes falling closed and a sleepy smile curving at his mouth when Shane’s hands left his hair to stroke lightly down his neck to his shoulders as Shane pressed a soft kiss to his forehead. “How long have I been out?” 
 
“Since right around the time some girl with a flute tried to hypnotize Barbie and her friend.” Shane clicked his tongue playfully. “You missed the best part.” 
 
“Bummer, I love when Lydia is mean.” Ilya arched his back and stretched, groaning as he shook out the stiffness from his shoulders and shifted uncomfortably on the pillow he’d been using as a seat. “I am too old to sleep on the floor.” 
 
“I should have woke–” 
 
“No. No.” Ilya hushed him. “No, is fine. I feel bad though, unless we are at the ice rink or working at the bakery, I think I am always falling asleep on you.” 
 
“I feel like that’s mostly because the only time we can relax together is after a long day, or a super emotional day, or after a shitty stressful few days.” Shane pointed out wryly. “Hopefully now that we’re past the hard conversations and out of Vegas, we’ll have time to be together and relax together without feeling like we’re so exhausted all we can do is sleep.” 
 
“That is what you want to do?” Ilya asked quietly. “Relax together?” 
 
“I’d like to relax with you, yeah.” Shane traced the line of Ilya’s nose, then pecked a tiny kiss on a mole close to his mouth. “That sound okay?” 
 
“Sounds very good.” Ilya tipped his head back to look at Shane again. “You turn it off for me, you know.” he motioned to his head, to his temple. “The noise in my head. I don’t have to worry about the girls, about the house, about anything when you are here. Is like my brain finally gets a break. I think that is why I sleep when I am with you, it is the only time in maybe my whole life I can just…” 
 
The sentence trailed off, but Ilya’s blue eyes were serious studying Shane’s face for a long moment before he said in quiet Russian, “You have changed my life, sweetheart.” 
 
“I don’t know what you said right there.” Shane brushed Ilya’s hair away so he could kiss his forehead. “But you do the same thing for me, you know? Turn my brain off. Let me be quiet. Same thing. And it’s pretty amazing.” 
 
“Is very amazing, yes.” Ilya caught Shane’s hand and nuzzled a kiss to the center of his palm. “Let’s clean up and go to bed?” 
 
“Should we carry the girls upstairs?” Shane ran his hands down Ilya’s back, his hips and over his butt as Ilya stood up, then took Ilya’s hand to help leverage himself off the recliner and to his feet. “Or are they okay down here?” 
 
“Sleepover rules means sleeping in the living room.” Ilya lifted Mariya’s leg back onto the couch and lay the blanket loosely around her ankles so her feet weren’t weighted down, then moved to tuck Nadya’s feet in tight underneath the blankets the way she liked. He turned the TV to a dark screen, sleepy music streaming channel and  Shane scooped up the charcuterie boards and took everything to the kitchen, turning the water on low to keep the noise level down as he cleaned.
 
“Thank you.” Ilya pressed at Shane’s waist as he scooted past to put drinking glasses in the dishwasher. “Come on. Bed time.” 
 
Ilya turned on the light in the second bathroom and closed the door most of the way so the girls could find it if they woke up in the middle of the night, turned the security system to nighttime lock down, then took Shane’s hand and towed him through the hall to the master bedroom. They brushed their teeth together in the bathroom, smiling around their toothbrushes in the mirror and bumping at each other’s shoulders as they took turns spitting and rinsing. 
 
Shane had never shared his bathroom space with anyone, and he was surprised and pleased by how easy it was to fit in alongside Ilya, figuring out timing and personal space and sort of maybe reveling a bit in the domesticity of washing up alongside someone else. 
 
Ilya had shared his bathroom space, house space and personal space with twin girls for years, and he very much preferred sharing it with Shane, especially when it was so quickly easy to match one another, to settle into a rhythm that meant they were comfortable doing such mundane little tasks. 
 
Shane took the side of the bed closest to the window, and Ilya shut the bedroom door as he asked, “You know which side is mine?” 
 
“I remember you slept on that side when you were sick.” Shane set his phone on the table and tilted his head admiring as Ilya undressed down to his briefs and climbed under the covers next to him. “And I figured you slept closer to the door so if the girls need anything, they can reach you faster.” 
 
“Is exactly right.” Ilya turned onto his side and pulled Shane in until they were nose to nose, knees knocking and legs tangled. It was new and novel and a little bit dizzying, to be wrapped up together under the blankets and smiling, sharing short kisses and quiet sighs as their hands moved in idle, absentminded patterns up and down each other’s backs, lightly along ribs and exploratory over butts and down thighs, gentle over soft stomachs and firmer testing at pecs. 
 
Shane closed his eyes first, muffling a yawn into Ilya’s chest then nudging in for a good-night kiss, and Ilya swept his fingers at Shane’s face, at the fringe of his hair, carefully at the dotted of freckles high on his cheek before kissing all the same spots– his cheek, his forehead, his freckles. 
 
“Sladkikh snov.” Ilya coaxed Shane’s sleep heavy frame around so he could spoon up behind him, hugging him close and brushing kisses at the back of his neck. “Moy koala medvezhonok.”
 
“Yeah, I'm your koala bear.” Shane smiled, and pressed at Ilya’s hand where it rested at his stomach. “G’night, Ilya.” 
 
****
 
Friday 
 
Ilya woke first Friday morning, jolting abruptly awake out of a peaceful, dreamless sleep and not really sure what had yanked him awake.
 
The house was quiet, the girls still asleep. The window was dark, the spring sun hadn’t made it above the hills to shine through the trees and filter in through the blinds yet. There was no reason for Ilya to be awake beyond his well trained, early set internal clock, but usually that was fairly easily overcome so long as Ilya kept his eyes closed and muscles loose. 
 
Friday morning though, Ilya could tell by the expectant thrum in his body and immediate click on in his head that he wasn’t going to be falling back to sleep, and he lay there for a few seconds disgruntled over being inexplicably, unexplainably bright eyed when it was still too early for the sun to even–
 
–oh. 
 
All at once, Ilya realized what had woken him up. Shane. He wasn’t snoring or moving around trying to get comfortable or anything, but the weight of Shane in his arms, the curve of Shane’s ass nestled up against Ilya’s morning stiffened cock, the hush of Shane breathing and the rise and fall of his abdomen beneath Ilya’s hands had pulled him out of a deep sleep because it was all so new. All so fucking wonderful. 
 
Ilya relaxed into the pillows with a tired smile, tightening his arm at Shane’s waist and pressing himself to Shane’s warm body, winding their feet together and pushing his nose into the crook of Shane’s neck to exhale a quiet, contented hum as Shane mumbled something sleepily unintelligible and shifted back fitting closer to him. 
 
Ilya wasn’t going to fall back asleep, but he lay there with his eyes closed for a long time, rubbing his thumb in small circles on Shane’s stomach and enjoying the push of his chest molding to Shane’s back with every inhale, the unconscious flex of Shane’s toes against his own where their feet tangled. When the room started to slowly brighten as dawn made its way over the top of the hills to spill into the East End neighborhood, Ilya opened his eyes and watched heavy lidded as the light crept through the window, across the floor and along the blankets to rest golden on Shane’s sleep lax features, highlighting on his freckles and shadowing at his lashes and brushing his lips pink. 
 
“Kakoy zhe ty krasivyy, Shanychka.” Ilya whispered reverently, his lips moving against Shane’s ear lobe. “Beautiful…” 
 
Morning needs finally won out over the urge to lay there and admire Shane in the light, so Ilya extricated himself from the tangle of limbs with a hushed apology and took his toothbrush to the hall bathroom to wash up. He tiptoed into the living room to put one of the Barbie movies back on with the volume turned very low, and fixed any blankets that had fallen off the twins during the night.  
 
It was light enough out that the girls wouldn’t be disoriented waking up in the living room without Ilya or Shane there like they’d been when the girls dropped off to sleep. The mornings after sleepovers were meant to be slow, so whichever twin woke up first would no doubt snuggle in with her stuffies and quietly watch the movie until her sister woke up and they could scheme about how to convince Ilya they’d really really stayed up all night and certainly had earned a lot of money for winning the bet about how long they could stay up past their bedtime. 
 
So long as it wasn’t an emergency, the girls knew not to bother Ilya if he was still in his room, and they were usually very good about remembering to knock at any closed doors, but when Ilya got back to his room and Shane still sleeping in his bed, he shut the door all the way and locked it just in case the girls woke up feeling nosy. 
 
…Just in case Shane woke up feeling cuddly. 
 
Shane had rolled over into Ilya’s spot while he was gone, burrowed further into the blankets and smooshed his face into Ilya’s pillow, and Ilya smiled about it, then slid into the other side of the bed and pulled the covers up over their shoulders again. Shane stirred when Ilya notched in behind him, made a curious, drowsy noise when Ilya’s arm hooked round his waist and tugged him into the heat of his body, and Ilya kissed the scar on Shane’s shoulder to whisper, “Good morning, solnyshko.” 
 
“Mmmmorningbaby...” Shane’s voice was sleep rough and hoarse, and Ilya closed his eyes to memorize it, to memorize the beautiful thing that was waking up at home with Shane in his arms finally finally finally. 
 
Then, “Oh shit.” A jolt of tension stiffened into Shane’s frame. “Shit. Sorry. I meant to wake up early and sneak out to the living room with the girls. Is it weird if they wake up and we’re still in bed?” 
 
“No, is okay.” Ilya smoothed his palm at Shane’s side, then around to his back to knead at the tired muscles. “I already checked on them, they are comatose babies. We have time, and I locked the door.” 
 
“You locked the door?” Shane repeated, and when Ilya nodded against him, Shane admitted, “I didn’t think you’d be the type to ever lock your door. Thought maybe you were one of those all doors open always parents so the girls always feel safe.” 
 
“The girls are safe even with closed doors.” Ilya plastered himself a half inch closer, bending his knees to notch in behind Shane’s bent legs. “They are big enough to play by themselves, to get snacks if they are hungry. And we have always had a rule to knock on closed doors because privacy and space is important.” 
 
“There’s so many little things,” Shane breathed out a long sigh, arching into the weight of Ilya’s hand at his stomach happily. “To think about as a parent. How the hell do you figure it all out?” 
 
“One day at a time. I pray to all the deities and sometimes to Satan for help.” Ilya hugged him tighter when Shane’s whole body shook with laughter. “And I laugh instead of pull my hair out when I say sentences and have conversations I never thought I would ever say in a million years.” 
 
“Are those weird sentences and conversations usually about stuffies?” Shane wanted to know, and Ilya agreed, “Yes, usually about stuffies but I am terrified for when the girls are teenagers and the talks are about boys and changing bodies and puberty things.” 
 
He pinched Shane playfully, “Is a good thing you will be around for those talks, hm? You can handle teenage girls so I do not have heart attack dealing with them dating?” 
 
“I am the last person who should be giving anyone advice about dating and you– ” Shane’s stomach swooped in anticipation when Ilya spread his hand wide at his stomach, sweeping his pinky coaxingly lower to brush through the sparse trail of hair below Shane’s navel. “You damn well know it. I'm categorically terrible about dating, look how long it took us to finally be boyfriends."
 
“Yes, took a long time, but now you are so good at being a boyfriend.” Ilya countered teasingly, but Shane tsked disapprovingly, “Do you really want Mariya and Nadya doing things the way we did them and going through all that shit?” 
 
“Ah, no.” Ilya had to admit. “No smoking or lying or hooking up in hotel rooms or hiding for so many years, no.” 
 
But quieter, with a tiny bite and quickly soothing kiss at Shane’s shoulder, “Even though, I would be happy if they were this happy. You know?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane turned his head so Ilya could kiss his cheek, closing his eyes and smiling dreamily when Ilya mouthed a kiss to the soft spot behind his ear too. “Being this happy is pretty amazing.” 
 
Another kiss behind his ear, one at his jaw and Ilya’s hand inching lower down his stomach made Shane shiver, but also made him realize, “Hey. Shit. I gotta—” 
 
Ilya let him go with a knowing smile, disappointed for the pause in their cuddling but fully understanding how his greedy touch so low on Shane’s stomach was exacerbating morning needs. He flopped onto his back, his arms folded behind his head and eyes closed as he listened to the toilet flush and the sink turn on, and tried to quell the burble of anxiety in his chest. 
 
He’d been nervous the morning after the cabin sleepover, too. Nervous the morning would put a stop to the fairy tale of easy kisses and open honesty and endless smiles. Nervous Shane would want to shower alone and the time spent washing away the scent of Ilya and sex and them from his body would also wash away the hazy, private intimacy of the night and make the return to real life abruptly cold. 
 
That hadn’t happened, of course. Shane had turned his morning shower into an invitation, then spoiled Ilya under the hot water until Ilya was shaking and gasping and weak kneed. They’d cleaned up together and eaten leftover cake for breakfast together, then napped on the couch for hours and hours and even then the spell of it all hadn’t been broken. Ilya had left the cabin feeling like everything he wanted with Shane was finally becoming a reality, not just some far fetched dream somewhere out in the distance. 
 
But that had been the cabin. Isolated and intimate and devoid of any sort of responsibilities. 
 
This was East End. This was home. There were twin girls sleeping in the living room and a day filled with kids and noise and family time.
 
Maybe Shane wouldn’t be comfortable lingering in bed even after the reassurance that the girls were fine. Maybe he would only stay for breakfast, then politely leave so Ilya and the girls could resume their normal Friday routines. Maybe he’d come out of the bathroom and kiss Ilya and decide to leave before breakfast, erring on the side of discretion and sneaking out before the twins woke up with any potentially awkward questions or the standard seven year old nosiness that always bordered on unintentionally rude. Maybe Shane would–
 
“Good morning again.” Shane crawled right back into bed once he’d finished washing up, pushing the covers out of the way so he could get to Ilya and give him a real good morning kiss, his hand at the side of Ilya’s face and thumb brushing gently against the scratch of stubble on Ilya’s cheek. “We still have some time before the girls wake up?” 
 
“...yes.” Ilya barely got the word out around the sudden lump in his throat, and he had to close his eyes when they burned overwhelmed relieved as Shane snuggled right into him, his leg thrown over Ilya’s legs and arm laying heavy at his midsection, nosing a kiss onto Ilya’s bare chest before laying down over his heartbeat and sighing in audible satisfaction. 
 
“Okay.” Fuck. Ilya wrapped both arms around Shane and hugged him tight, pushing a kiss to the top of his head. “Okay, this is nice.” 
 
“So nice, yeah.” Shane adjusted Ilya’s necklace out of the way, then went back to holding him. “So how does the 'money for staying up after bedtime' thing work?” 
 
“Is a joke, mostly.” Ilya cleared his throat when his voice came out scratchy emotional. “Is ah– so I go out early like this morning and turn on a movie, maybe the last one on our list. Then I wait until I hear noise and come out of the bedroom pretending to be very tired. I ask if they fell asleep, they say no, because they are on the last movie, obviously they stayed up all night. I call them liars, they tell me to pay up.” 
 
He shrugged. “We argue, then I give them mayabe a hundred dollars for their piggy banks and make breakfast.” 
 
“Do they know its a joke, or do they think they really stayed up all night and just don’t remember?” 
 
“I don’t know.” Ilya smiled fondly. “But they will figure it out soon enough, maybe only a couple years before they can tell time and remember parts in movies to know when they fell asleep. Is like the soup belly thing, I wonder if one day they will outgrow it or if they will always humor me with it.” 
 
“Hm.” Shane tapped his fingers along a scatter of beauty marks and moles on Ilya’s stomach. “You’re really good with them.” 
 
“They are my girls.” Ilya said plainly. “Why wouldn’t I be good with them?” 
 
“No, I know.” Shane went back to the first beauty mark, circling it with his fingertips then drawing a faint line to the next one, connecting the dots and drawing constellations up along Ilya’s stomach and ribs. “It’s just one of those things, you know? Ten years ago, I never would have thought you’d have kids and now not only do you have kids, you have twin girls and you make the Dad thing look so easy… I dunno. Alot of things are familiar about you and about,” he took a quick breath, “about us. But then you say things about soup belly or even about talking more and the whole dumb monkhood thing and I remember how much you’ve changed.” 
 
“Good changes, though?” Ilya winced when a jolt of uncertainty made itself audible, wobbling into the question. “You are not disappointed. In how I changed.
 
“No, of course not.” Shane propped up on his elbow and assured him, “Good things, Ilya. I mean it.” as he pursed his lips for a kiss against the swell of Ilya’s chest, another one on the gold glint of Ilya’s necklace.
 
Ilya shivered beneath a quick kiss at his nipple, so Shane went back to lick it, sealing his lips around the pebbled nub and soaking it with his tongue until Ilya twitched under him and gasped. He moved up to tuck his face into Ilya’s neck, sliding their legs together and rolling his hips against Ilya’s thigh as he hooked his fingers in the delicate necklace and mouthed a silent promise into the goosebumps breaking out along Ilya’s throat, I love you. 
 
Ilya felt Shane’s lips moving, but the words were nothing more than a barely audible breath, nothing coherent and nothing decipherable, so Ilya closed his eyes and moaned through the press of Shane’s cock against his thigh, and tried to match the motion of Shane’s mouth to how it had sounded when Shane whispered ‘I love you’ when he’d been sick. 
 
It didn’t take long for Ilya’s cock to fill out hard with Shane rutting into him slow and lazy, his lips and tongue latched at Ilya’s throat alternating between tracing silent words into his skin and sliding wet kisses up and down the length of his neck, but Ilya was content to simply lay there for a while, the temperature rising beneath the blankets as Shane moved against him, Shane’s big hand wandering over Ilya’s stomach and scratching distracting along his thigh without ever getting close to his cock. 
 
Ilya traced up and down Shane’s spine, dipping occasionally low to the cleft of his ass before returning up to tug and pull at his hair and hold him in closer, craning his neck into the constant brush of Shane’s lips and reaching down to hitch Shane’s leg higher towards his waist, to dig his fingers into the flex of muscle in Shane’s back as he rocked into him. It was warm, almost too hot under the blankets, easy to lay there and enjoy the simmer of arousal building in their bones and sparking in their veins, tempting to close their eyes and drift back to sleep but even more tempting to chase that edge of too much, too good through the drifty, spacey bubble of early morning indulgence…
 
And. 
 
“Shane.” Ilya sat up to roll them in the bed, laying Shane against the pillows and fitting between his legs to cover him in a long kiss. Shane hooked his foot at Ilya's calf and canted his hips up rubbing on him and they both groaned loud when they slotted in perfect, Ilya muffling it into the pillow next to Shane’s ear and Shane covering his mouth with his hand, his eyes rolling back as Ilya settled harder against him, pinning him to the bed. 
 
“Waking up with you is crazy.” Ilya broke away from the kiss to whisper it into a sucking kiss at the hinge of Shane’s jaw.
 
“I know.” Shane panted, clutching at Ilya’s wide shoulders and shuddering through a bite at his throat, a flash of pain then the slick heat of Ilya’s tongue soothing it away. “I— I know. Fuck.”
 
“I like it.” Ilya kept moving lower, nipping and licking down Shane’s neck to the hollow of his collar bone, the meat and bulk of his chest. “Like when you are snuggly and clingy and hard for me–“
 
“Fuck, Ilya.” Shane hissed, bucking up against his weight and spreading his knees wider, shameless and eager putting his hands up onto the pillows above his head so Ilya would push and nuzzle under his arms and drag his teeth down the sensitive skin at Shane’s stomach. “Please—!” 
 
“How fast can you cum?” Ilya shoved the blankets away as he sat up, taking Shane’s underwear with him as he leaned back onto his knees, dragging them off Shane’s long legs and tossing them away.
 
“I feel like you know the answer to that already.” Shane grinned wild and breathless as Ilya braced both hands at his bare hips and stared down at his cock laying hard and twitching against his belly. “You’re really fucking good at figuring that out.”
 
“I know how fast you are at the apartment above the bakery.” Ilya dug his thumbs into Shane’s stomach, cursing under his breath when Shane’s cock visibly jumped in response to the pressure. “And at the office. At the cabin. But not here. I do not know this yet.”
 
“Maybe you should do a quick check for uh—“ Shane’s words failed him when Ilya closed his hand around his length and pulled over him a couple times. “Uh— data g-gathering or whatever.”
 
“Put your glasses on.” Ilya decided with a wicked edge to his smile. “Call it a science experiment and then tell me to repeat experiment several times to get correct results.” 
 
It was by all accounts a terrible joke, but Shane still laughed about it, his dark eyes lit bright sparkling in amusement and affection for Ilya who had changed so so much in the last ten years… but then again, hadn’t changed much at all.
 
Ilya still kissed the laughter from Shane’s lips like he used to, still paused to tweak and pull at his nipples like he used to, still managed to shock Shane to stillness then drive him right to being loud like he had done back then and had done every single time since when his mouth landed hot on Shane’s cock and his throat vibrated moaning cos he needed him. 
 
“Ilya— Ilya fuck!” Shane flung his arm out flailing for one of the pillows to drop over his face and quiet a shout, and Ilya laughed pleased at the predictable reaction before laving his tongue spit soaked up the length of Shane’s cock and sealing his lips at the blunt head, taking him all the way into his mouth. He shoved his hand up Shane’s body to get to his chest, groping and kneading and pulling at him until he could flatten his palm over Shane’s heart and flex his arm holding Shane steady, holding Shane down as Shane bucked into his mouth and bowed up off the bed gasping out wet and needy for more more more. 
 
“Ilya please.” Shane grabbed at Ilya’s hand over his heart to keep him there. Grabbed at Ilya’s shoulders in a half hearted attempt to push him off for a little relief from the too much, too fast of it all. Grabbed at Ilya’s hair and the back of Ilya’s head to push him down harder and garbled something disbelieving when Ilya’s other arm snaked under his ass and lifted him a few inches right off the bed so Ilya could swallow him down deeper. “T-Too much. Too much, wait wait wait, I can’t–!” 
 
Ilya did know on average just how fast Shane could finish in his mouth, and it had been an endless source of smug pride for him over the years when time and age never seemed to affect how Shane reacted to him. Shane was every bit as shamelessly loud and gratifyingly desperately quick about it when they were in the bakery apartment and in no rush at all, as he’d been all those times they had maybe an hour, barely an hour, to spend together in between games and practices and schedules. 
 
It was specifically, eternally better for Ilya’s ego and for Ilya’s heart for Shane to be up and needy and done almost too fast when they were at the East End house, in Ilya’s bed for the first time, waking up to a quiet house and ready to share another domestic day together. 
 
Ilya closed his eyes swallowing around the width of Shane bumping to the back of his throat and the taste of him spilling across his tongue, and wondered if Shane was caught up and overwhelmed imagining their future permanent like he was. 
 
“Holy shit, Rozanov.” Shane dropped back onto the pillows with a hoarse laugh as Ilya pulled off him, face red with the effort of biting his tongue to keep quiet, and chest heaving, sweat gathered at his hairline as he panted through a few stunned breaths. “Holy shit, that was– you are–” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya pressed forward between his splayed legs, bending far over Shane’s body to crush a cum wet kiss to his mouth, shoving past Shane’s loose lips to deepen it messy. “I have been dreaming so long about having you in my bed.” 
 
“F-fuck yeah.” Shane nodded around the push of tongue into his mouth, sucking the taste of himself off Ilya’s tongue and lips and running his hands over Ilya’s wide shoulders, down the span of his back to grab at his ass and coax him up closer. “Been dreaming about being here.” 
 
“Really?” Ilya had to let go to find the lube in the bedside table, and he jolted almost dropping it when Shane’s greedy fingers traced his cock through his briefs, then slid under the waistband to hold him bare. “Blyat, Shanychka, you–you mean it, you want to be here?” 
 
“So much, yeah.” Shane sat up into another kiss while Ilya fumbled to get the lube open, shoving Ilya’s underwear over his butt and stretching them over his bulky thighs, then dragging his fingers through the coarse curls at the base of Ilya’s cock and pulling over him firmly. 
 
“Waking up with you,” he craned his neck to get his lips at Ilya’s nipple, mouthing and suckling at it, “is my favorite thing.” 
 
“Why?” Ilya poured a puddle of lube into his palm and reached to stroke his cock alongside Shane’s hand, his whole body jerking at the scrape of teeth along his chest. “Why is it– why do you want–?” 
 
“C’mere.” Shane let go and lay back, crossed his ankles behind Ilya’s butt and yanked him forward so Ilya fell almost on top of him. Ilya planted one hand on the bed for balance and Shane pulled him down into a long, claiming kiss. “Come on, right here, I like when you’re heavy on me, come on.” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya whispered whined into his mouth, pleading with him as he dropped to his elbow to lay weighted on top of him, “Tell me. T-tell me why you like waking up with me.” 
 
“Because it means I got to fall asleep next to you.” Shane reached low again to get to Ilya’s balls, cradling and rolling them in his palm until Ilya moaned brokenly and thrust forward rutting the tip of his cock into his stomach. “Means I didn’t have to run away or pretend I didn’t want to stay.” 
 
“You want to stay?” Ilya stared down between their bodies, eyes wide and mouth open gasping at their arms tangled together, at his cock leaking onto Shane’s stomach and over his soft length. “With me, you want to stay with me.” 
 
“Every damn time. I always wanna stay with you Ilya, every fucking time.” Shane swore, and Ilya groaned out loud, pitching forward to hide his face in Shane’s throat, “Fuck–-fuck Shane. I’m yours. I want to be yours.” 
 
“You’re goddamn right you’re mine.” It made Shane feel vicious to have Ilya begging for him, made him feel protective and proud and wholly possessive to clock the tremble in Ilya’s strong body and to catch the stutter of Ilya’s hand at his cock as the claim and promise stunned him to faltering. 
 
“You’re mine.” Shane whispered it fiercely into Ilya’s ear, his fingers knotted into Ilya’s curls and hips pushing up so Ilya’s knuckles bumped at his stomach with every stroke. “I finally have you, so I’m not gonna let go.” 
 
“Yours.” Ilya chanted breathlessly, grinding forward into his fist and against Shane’s abdomen as he got close. “Yours yours yours.” 
 
“Come on baby, don’t stop.” Shane thought maybe he’d leave bruises at Ilya’s ass with how hard he grasped him, his nails leaving crescent marks as he tried to haul Ilya in tighter against him, locking his legs around Ilya’s back so they could hardly move at all and Ilya was humping into his stomach, shoving his cock at Shane’s belly button and whining muffled into the curve of his neck. “Don’t stop, want you. Come on.” 
 
“I am too heavy–” Ilya shook his head, denying the question even as he curled closer, rutting desperate into Shane’s body. “--too much for you?” 
 
“No no no, you feel so good.” Shane had to shift his weight and brace himself to be able to push and lift and manhandle Ilya up several inches, but he did it just to prove he could, just to see Ilya’s blue eyes widen stunned and his mouth drop open in shock and to hear Ilya blurt a stream of wondering Russian at the flex of muscle and show of strength. 
 
“I got you.” Shane promised and Ilya fell back into him, a tremor wracking at his frame as the moment tipped towards emotionally, physically shattering. “Come on baby, I’ve got you, come on, come on, cum on me, all over me, come on—!” 
 
Ilya came with a wrecked sounding groan, the noise ripping from his chest and bruising into the bite he left in Shane’s chest, his eyes closed and body trembling as his cock jerked spilling and striping up Shane’s sternum and puddling on his stomach. 
 
“Fuck, Ilya.” Shane tried to drag him up for a kiss, but Ilya shook his head and stayed where he was, sucking and licking at the shallow bite mark and mumbling under his breath, stammering and stuttering through disjointed sentences in Russian and shuddering beneath every adoring kiss Shane left on at the top of his hair, at his forehead, at his cheek. 
 
“That was so good, baby.” Shane murmured, lifting up into every ripple and tremble and half hitched grind down against him. “It’s okay. We got time, we got time, I’m here. Fuck.” 
 
Usually it was the other way around, usually it was Shane who needed to be held and settled and soothed to quiet after finishing, but Ilya was clutching him so tight, whispering almost frantic against his chest and shaking needing him and that was— it felt like—
 
Huh. 
 
Shane took a breath in, let a breath out, and realized his head was quiet despite the switch up in their usual dynamic. Ilya was gasping into him and Shane was combing through his hair, rubbing at his back, petting at him with firm touches and grounding weight and Shane’s head was quiet. Body loose.
 
It was the same blissful but safely tethered sensation he got every time they finished but… vibrant. Vivid, maybe. Not spacey and checked out gone from anything other than Ilya’s voice in his ear and fingers in his mouth, but blissfully aware of every inch of their bodies pressed together, the pitch and change of Ilya’s breath as he started to come down, the gradual ease of Ilya’s heartbeat as he swept his fingers lightly up and down Ilya’s neck, over and around his pulse.
 
And eventually, “Stay, I’ll clean up.” Shane rolled them in the bed as gently as he could, laying Ilya out in the pillows and dotting a kiss to his eyebrow, to his nose, to the corner of his mouth. “Stay, okay?” 
 
“I can clean up.” Ilya tried to offer, tried to take over and take care of things the way he usually did, but he was heavy, the bed too soft, his limbs too useless. “Shanychka, I can– I um–” 
 
“Stay.” Ilya had tried to explain how important Shane being quiet was for him one morning after breakfast at Jacob’s. He’d talked about needing the balance, about how sometimes it was so intense with them that he needed the time to get steady too, how it felt like trust for Shane to let himself go so overwhelmed and then take so long to come back because he knew Ilya had him. 
 
Shane told him to, “Stay.” and thought right then he got it. He understood. Not only why Ilya needed the quiet time to come back to balanced, but why it had hurt so bad every time Shane had run away before Christmas. 
 
Shane wiped down quickly in the bathroom, then carried a clean, warm wash cloth back to the bedroom to carefully and tenderly clean Ilya up, then leaned down and kissed Ilya again, lingering over it and drawing it out long until Ilya stirred enough to kiss him back. 
 
Then he dropped his head to kiss Ilya’s necklace, closing his eyes and nodding in relief when Ilya’s big hand landed at the back of his head, cradling him in. 
 
“Thank you for inviting me for a sleepover.” he whispered, and Ilya wet his lips, lifting himself from the spacey floaty fog and the echo of everything Shane had said– and the near echo of the three words Shane hadn’t said out loud yet– to whisper back, “Thank you for being here.” 
 
“We still have time.” Shane tossed the rag towards the laundry, and crawled back under the covers, pulling Ilya over and into his chest and smoothing the blankets up to their shoulders. “Stay.” 
 
“You will stay, and I’ll stay too.” Ilya smiled when Shane reached for his necklace, their usual positions reversed but some things never changing as Shane hooked his fingers into the delicate chain and sighed out content, before they both drifted back towards sleeping. 
 
*****
 
The sun was fully up and shining bright through the bedroom window by the time Nadya and Mariya’s morning shenanigans got loud enough to travel down the hall and wake Shane and Ilya up. 
 
“Mmmisitkaraoke?” Shane mumbled and Ilya chuckled, “No, Shania Twain sing along is only on Sundays.” 
 
“I’m bummed to miss it.” Shane decided over a yawn, and Ilya dropped a kiss over his heart, then on his chin before offering, “Spend the night all weekend and you won’t miss it.” 
 
“You can’t believe how tempting that is.” Shane admitted, and Ilya kissed him on the lips, “Believe me. I know.” 
 
The noise in the living room ratcheted up another notch with a distinct turn towards sounding fussy and Ilya patted Shane on the stomach playfully, “Time to clock in, Coach.” 
 
“The hell it is.” Shane denied, grinning. “Coach needs a shower because you made a mess on me. You clock in.” 
 
“Fine, I will clock in.” Ilya kissed him again. “You take a shower, I will appease the goblins and make coffee. Take your time.” 
 
Ilya left the bedroom first, calling for the girls and booing them for being so loud and waking him up, then exclaiming faux affronted over their immediate demand for money because clearly they had stayed up all night. The last thing Shane heard before turning on the shower was Ilya complaining about the girls being smelly, how he would smother beneath the pile of stuffies and how he wouldn’t make breakfast for anyone if they didn’t start cleaning up. 
 
Nadya giggled something that sounded like she called Ilya a liar while Mariya cackled over the thought of her Daddy being buried beneath an avalanche of stuffed animals, and Shane smile about the comfortable chaos of it all for the entire shower. 
 
“Wh-where’s Coach?” Nadya was demanding as Shane came down the hall almost fifteen minutes later. “Were you mm-mmean to him?!” 
 
“Nadyushka, that is rude.” Ilya scolded her from the kitchen. “I am never mean.” 
 
“You are grumpy.” Mariya was perched on the kitchen counter next to Ilya, her little feet kicking and Otto the Snake wrapped around her neck as she watched Ilya mix up the waffle batter in one bowl, and pancake batter in the next. “But you can’t be grumpy to boyfriends.” 
 
“I am not grumpy!” Ilya denied. “Coach is probably still trying to sleep but you are loud like loons and woke him up!” 
 
“We are loons!” Mariya cheered and Nadya promptly started hooting, flapping her arms and spinning around on the kitchen floor, “Hoot! Hoot! Qu-quack quack quack!” 
 
“Okay well that was the wrong thing to say.” Ilya lay his best scowl at the girls, but neither of them were even slightly intimidated by his pretend grouchiness, and their attention was promptly stolen anyway when Shane appeared at the kitchen door and cleared his throat, “I didn’t know we had loons in the house.” 
 
“Coach!” 
 
“C–Coach!” 
 
“Hi girls.” Shane grinned down at them. “How’d you do last night? Did you stay up til morning?” 
 
“Yes!” Mariya made to jump off the counter, and Ilya caught her with one arm mid air, lowering her gently to the floor so she could run over and hug Shane. “We stayed up all night!” 
 
“We w-watched all the movies.” Nadya informed him proudly. “Annnd we aren’t even t-tired!” 
 
“Is lie.” Ilya stated flatly, and Shane laughed when both twins spun around to shriek about how they absolutely did stay up all night, the very last movie was playing in the living room, they had watched all of them, they did!
 
“I believe you girls.” Shane went to pour himself a cup of coffee, smiling when he saw the almond milk creamer already out and waiting for him. “I think they definitely stayed up all night. Pay up, Ilya.” 
 
“Pay up sucker!” Mariya crowed, and Nadya stuck her little hand out, palm up and chin lifted defiantly, “M-money please!” 
 
“One day you will bankrupt me.” Ilya had a pile of small bills already sorted into two envelopes for exactly this reason and he huffed and puffed dramatic as he handed them over. “Then who will buy you stuffies and snacks?” 
 
“Mama is rich.” Mariya informed him unbothered, and Shane burst out laughing when Nadya wondered innocently, “C-Coach will buy us stuf-stufies, right?” 
 
“I know you’re worried about talking to them about dating.” Shane sidled close to kiss Ilya’s cheek as the girls raced upstairs to put their money away in their piggy banks. “But I think you should be more worried about making sure their future partners can afford them. There’s not many people out there who can cough up envelopes of money every time the girls say ‘pay up sucker’ or ‘money please’.”
 
“Is a problem for hopefully twenty years down the road.” Ilya grinned and wiped his hands on his apron, turning from the breakfast prep so he could give him a real kiss. “Good morning again.” 
 
“Mmm.” Shane swayed forward sighing, eyes fluttering closed into the soft press of lips. “Good morning.” 
 
“What is this smile for?” Ilya set his thumb to the corner of Shane’s mouth and lifted his chin, studying him curiously. “You are smiling so big, and very sweet. What is it for? And do not say sex, I think this smile is different than your cum-drunk smile.” 
 
“Ilya–!” Shane’s eyes popped open wide, his head jerking towards the kitchen door to make sure the girls hadn’t come back downstairs and overheard. “You can’t say–” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya grabbed his chin again, holding him tight. “What is this smile, moy lyubimyy. Tell me.” 
 
“I just like this.” Shane said very very softly. “All of this. Alot.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya’s eyes warmed in understanding and his hold at Shane’s cheek gentled, his fingers sweeping at his cheek. “All of this likes you alot too.” 
 
“And I meant it.” Emphasized. Ilya’s eyes darted to the hall and the bedroom beyond and Shane nodded, “Yeah. All of that. I meant it, okay? We talked about it a little bit when we were telling the girls about us, and I know we’re nowhere near having a real conversation about me actually staying, but when we do get there…?” 
 
“We will get there.” Ilya pushed their foreheads together, closed his eyes and thought about Shane whispering I love you, about all the times he was sure Shane had mouthed it into a kiss or traced it onto his body. “And now that we are officially boyfriends–” 
 
“God, that’s such a stupid word.” 
 
“--is a beautiful word, I think.” Ilya corrected quietly. “Now that we are together, we can figure out how to get there? Have all those conversations to get to the big conversation, yes?” 
 
“Yes.” Shane slid his hand around to rest at the back of Ilya’s neck, playing with the ends of the sleep mussed curls. “I’d like that. I want that.” 
 
“You can have it.” Ilya promised, then promised it again, “Vsyo, chto ty zakhochesh.” 
 
You can have everything. 
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
Starting at the whole boyfriend conversation. I love all of it, it felt so vivid to me. The goblin kingdom at the top of the stairs, Shane being an awkward but earnest aardvark contributing to the conversation, the twins whispering in each other's ears before asking questions which is PEAK sibling behavior. The immediate acceptance because Nadya and Mariya's lives really are so uncomplicated and simple that having another adult around who adores them is only as interesting as whether or not Shane will get them ice cream. All of us deserved so simple a childhood but most of us didn't get it. And of course, Sveta being so happy for Ilya specifically because an open, honest relationship with his Jane is a dream Ilya never really thought would come true, and it brings him so much joy. 
 
Have y'all ever heard that saying? 'Assuming makes an A-S-S out of U and ME'? My ninth grade history teacher had it on a sign in his classroom and it goes through my head every time I hear/write/read the word 'assume'
 
Honorary mention for how the girls play with barbies-- Mariya's Barbie's are dumping boys by the truck load and Nadya is channeling Edna Mode with her fashion advice and both of those career choices are just so so valid. 
 
Dr. Soule-- We won't see as much therapy on screen anymore, but I think the 'retirement anniversary' is just as important to acknowledge as the 'injury anniversary', plus its a great look at how far Shane has come in the last few months. In January he was almost cruel to himself on the anniversary day, pushing too far then breaking down because it was too much, initially rejecting any attempt at comfort and honestly stunned that anyone would bother to notice how much he was hurting, not only Ilya but also specifically his Dad. Shane was so low at that point that he couldn't fathom anyone else even caring about him. 
 
Vs this anniversary, and yeah he's avoiding social media and texts but not in a panicky way, it's more of a controlled acknowledgment of what it would do to his mental health to see all those reminders. He gets on the ice but not as punishment, as a reminder that he still IS on the ice. He's fully confident that Ilya will take care of him in the aftermath, that Ilya will fully understand his silence and not take it the wrong way and that's so important because sometimes healing and growth isn't about Traumatic Thing not bothering us anymore, but about how we adapt and recognize and allow Traumatic Thing to bother us without pushing us to breaking like it used to. 
 
Breakfast at Jacob's-- Everyone knows, guys. You're not subtle. It's okay, you can smooch. Shout out to Ilya protecting both Shane AND his girls by being the go between for the sleepover invitation so Shane doesn't have to carry the weight of an imagined failure while he's having a tough day, and the girls aren't disappointed in the slightest. And of course, the endless jammie argument-- we love when a couple beats an inside joke to death lmaooo. 
 
I ove all the little routines Ilya has with the girls. Yes, most are necessary to keep the house from dissolving into chaos but like, the bedtime routine specifically or the sleepover routines with girl dinner and themed movie nights and new jammies. These are the memories the girls will have their entire life, things they'll tell their kids about growing up with grandpa and probably carry on into their own parenting habits and I love that. They are absolutely spoiled little monsters, but they will never doubt a single day in their lives just how thoroughly loved they are. 
 
Holla to everyone who offered up Barbie movie suggestions for this chapter. I haven't actually seen any of them, but some of y'all were so passionate in your reasons for loving a particular soundtrack or storyline, maybe I'll take a peek lol.
 
I am... fully obsessed with the morning nekkid scene. Original draft was VERY different but I just kept turning down that 'needy Ilya' road and the more I sat with it, the more I realized how important it is for Ilya to be able to be vulnerable and needy in the space where he always has to be 105% on top of everything. He's a single parent, sole custody, busy with business and busy with his girls' lives and everything at the East End House is his responsibility so even though it's Home, he can never truly turn his brain off and relax because he's the only adult there. 
 
I had already planned the scene in the living room where he tells Shane "you make my head quiet" and I wanted that as a follow up and emphasis for the sick chapter, how Ilya finally got a sick day because he can fully let go and trust with Shane. But it just wasn't ENOUGH. This sleepover needed more than a verbal acknowledgment of how much lighter Shane makes Ilya's heart, and the nekkid scene kept leaning needy and vulnerable and emotional so okay. Okay. 
 
And it turned out so good?? Right?? Ilya waking up and enjoying watching Shane sleep was very Ep4 coded but then how his brain started racing, all the maybes and what ifs whirling round and round until Shane quieted it with a kiss felt very ep6 coded. Yeah, Ilya's happy, he's fucking thrilled actually, but he still can't help wondering... and then *le smooch* and it stops. He asks and Shane answers. He lets go and Shane can handle him, wants to handle him, is so so happy to hold him and clean up the mess and be right there with him. 
 
AND of course, Shane having a moment to experience the other side of the 'quiet'. The part where he gets to soak in how good it feels to be trusted while Ilya is just drifting. Obviously we love a good fingers in mouth, fucked out spacey, mouth full head empty moment for Shane while Ilya tells him over and over how beautiful he is... but this moment of Shane promising that he wants to stay, that Ilya is his, manhandling Ilya around just to prove that he's strong enough to do it? My heart. My SOUL. Its too much. 
 
There will be MORE on this later-- a deeper discussion on what it means for Ilya to be needed *specifically* by Shane and a deeper (holla) nekkid scene to really uhhhh... pound... that point in. 
 
Coming Up: Boyfriends is a stupid, beautiful word and they are dorky, gorgeous boys navigating their brand new (fifteen years in the making, third attempt, making time for romance around kids and work schedules) relationship. 
 
Thanks to everyone for being patient with updates while I'm stuck doing IRL work things (booo) instead of writing fic. 







      

  












      Chapter 23: Boyfriends (what a stupid, beautiful, word)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content warning: There’s maybe half a second of plot/foreshadowing in this chapter. Otherwise all they do is smile and flirt and smooch and flirt and smile. Just idiots in love. Dorky boys too horned up to use their brain cells for anything other than being smooshy. 

We love this journey for them.








  April
From Lily: Incoming April Fools prank from Masha and Nadyushka
From Jane: April Fools was Tuesday…?
From Lily: Not knowing the right date will not stop the goblins from crying havoc and letting slip the dogs of war
From Jane: The dogs of war??
From Jane: WHAT KIND OF PRANK IS THIS?? 
“Hi to Coach!” Mariya was first through the office door, skipping and hopping and generally bulldozing her way around Shane’s desk and right into his space. “Hi hi! Look what I got!” 
“Hi, Mayday.” Shane pushed away from the desk and held out his hand. “What do you have?” 
“It’s a new flower!” Mariya tip tapped out an excited rhythm on his palm, glancing back and forth from Shane to the door as she clearly impatiently waited for Ilya and Nadya to show up so she’d have an audience. “Look at it! Look!” 
“It’s a very nice flower.” The April Fools prank warning hadn’t come with any sort of parameters or context clues, but Shane eyeballed the giant, plastic, outrageously out of place flower pinned to her shirt, the less than subtle tubing leading to her pocket and a hopefully water filled squeeze bottle, and scooted back another few inches so the incoming prank wouldn’t leave a mess all over his well organized desk. “Who gave that to you?” 
“Daddy did– oh Daddy!” Mariya waved for Ilya when he finally made it to the office, their hockey bags held over his shoulder and Nadya clinging to his fingers. “Tell Coach how you bought me this flower!” 
“Hi to Coach.” Ilya winked at Shane. “Yes. I bought her the flower at the shop this morning. It is a very real flower. Isn’t it pretty?” 
“Very pretty.” Shane assured her good naturedly. “Can I smell it?” 
“YES!” Mariya agreed loudly, too loudly while Nadya put a hand over her mouth to stifle a burst of excited giggles. “Yes. Here. Smell it.” 
Shane leaned forward with an indulgent smile and Mariya crooked her little finger at him, “Closer. Closer. You gotta get close to smell it!” 
Shane got close enough to give a loudly exaggerated sniff at the tacky, plasticy petals, and Mariya cried, “April Fools Coach!” as she squeezed the trigger hidden in her pocket and sprayed Shane right in the face with a burst of seltzer water. 
“Oh no!” Shane had closed his eyes and held his breath preparing for the spritz, and he was careful to recoil just enough to be funny, not so much for Mariya to worry he was actually mad about getting sprayed. He reeled back with his eyes wide and jaw dropped open, wiping at his face frantically, “My face! I thought it was a real flower!” 
“It’s a prank!” Mariya crowed gleefully. “I got you Coach! I got you!” 
“Th-that was mean, sister!” Nadya untangled her hand from Ilya and came running over too, fighting to keep a straight face as she pretended to scold her twin, “D-Don’t be mmmean to Coach! Here C-Coach. Do you want some gum? It will make–make you feel better?” 
“Thank you, Nadya.” Shane wiped his hands down his pants, tsking his tongue faux frustrated at Mariya. “That would make me feel better. You must be the nice sister, huh? Mayday is the evil twin?” 
“S-such an evil twin. Da.” Nadya’s green eyes were very wide and very serious as she held out an obviously fake pack of gum, one ‘piece’ sticking out far enough to be purposeful, the tiny mechanism of a snap-trap semi- visible inside the little cardboard box. “But I am nice. Have s-some gum?” 
“I’m so glad you’re a nice– ouch!” Shane snatched his hand back when the spring loaded trap inside the fake gum pack clamped down on his finger. “Hey! That wasn’t real gum at all! It was another prank!” 
“April F-F-Fools Coach!” Nadya screeched with laughter, which set Mariya off all over again, and both the girls cackled themselves right to the floor, clutching their tummies and wheezing for breath, snorting and shrieking at having thoroughly hoodwinked their Coach. 
Shane laughed because the girls were laughing so hard. Ilya stayed by the door and took pictures of the whole ordeal– Shane’s earnest expression as he leaned in to smell the fake flower and his comically scrunched face when he got wet, Mariya fist pumping with glee and Nadya’s attempt at being hilariously sincere offering up a piece of gum. He got a picture of the girls rolling on the floor kicking their feet and giggling, one of Shane laughing down at them then reaching to help them up, one of Nadya squeezing Shane into a tight hug and Mariya holding onto Shane’s hand, her forehead tucked at his shoulder and a wide smile splitting her face. 
He sent one of the girls laughing and Shane’s comically offended expression to Sveta, but kept the one of Shane holding the girls for his own, saving it to the Family photo album where he kept for the best pictures. 
“Time to get dressed for practice.” Ilya handed the girls their bags and sent them off to the locker room, then stepped further into the office and closed the door most of the way behind him. “That was very fun for them, thank you for playing along.” 
“Yeah, well.” Shane wiped his face, smiling ruefully. “Thanks for making sure it wasn’t an air horn jumpscare or glitter bomb or something.” 
“Glitter bomb was Nadya’s first idea.” Ilya admitted as he came around the desk to give Shane a quick kiss. “But I said no. Glitter is fun in the moment maybe, but stays everywhere and would bother you forever. You would not think it was funny to still be finding glitter everywhere in a month.” 
“You sound very sure of that.” Shane took Ilya’s hand, hooking their fingers together. “Being Dad to twins comes with lots of unfortunate glitter experiences?” 
“One time I put glitter and sequins in birthday present wrapping.” Ilya propped up against Shane’s desk, his feet crossed at the ankle. “One time.” he held up one finger. “Nadya thought it was very fun, but Mariya screamed like murder every time she found more glitter or sequins in her hair or bed or on her stuffies.” 
“Girl after my own heart.” Shane teased, and Ilya snorted, “Yes, you and Masha are both fussy as fuck.” 
“Hey!” he jabbed Ilya in the thigh. “You said you don’t mind when I’m fussy as fuck!"
“No, I do not mind.” The rink doors opened echoing cha-chunk as parents and kids streamed in ready for practice to start, and Ilya glanced out the office window with a little frown at being interrupted. “I do not mind for Mariya and never for you. Promise.” 
He punctuated the promise with another kiss, bumping his knuckles at Shane’s cheek before straightening back up. “Time to clock in, Coach.” 
“Yeah.” The repeated reassurance that Ilya really didn’t mind remembering all of Shane’s stuff settled warm in Shane’s chest. Fuck, he loved all the ways Ilya loved him. “See you out there in a minute.” 
Practice was simple. Real season had been over since mid-March, but Shane had taken a poll in the group chat to see how many parents wanted to keep meeting and with an overwhelmingly positive response, he’d decided to stick with the twice a week schedule anyway. 
Some of the girls missed Monday practices every week because spring and summer sports were starting up, while others were consistently half an hour late when their parent’s work schedules changed with the season, and Shane repeatedly reassured both the girls and their parents that it was fine, the practices were optional, the schedule was flexible, he was more than willing to be on the ice twice a week for whoever showed up.
Shane pre-emptively reserved the twice weekly ice time clear through mid-May when the rink was supposed to shut down for several weeks worth of renovations and maintenance, and every practice scheduled for the next six or so weeks was simple. 
He ran drills with the girls, focusing on basic technique with the seven year olds and pulling the eight years olds aside to work on their speed and precision so when they moved to the U11 division in the fall, they’d be on par with the older kids. They spent time working on getting dressed, helping the girls gain the confidence and routine necessary to dress themselves from socks to helmets as quickly as possible. There were timed races between the blue lines, one day Shane blew up a beach ball and let the girls kick it around the rink, it was all fun, all easy, all joyful because hockey was always meant to be joyful. 
Shane was bound and determined to make sure hockey stayed fun and joyful and easy for his Loons. For his girls. 
“Good job, good job, proud of you.” Shane ended the post-season practices the same way he ended regular season practices, with helmet taps and encouragement and taking the time to chat with the parents. Being Coach meant fostering relationships, meant stepping up as someone stable in the girls lives and in the community, and even though Shane still got peopled-out faster than he liked to admit, he was a far way from flinching at small talk and escaping to hide in his office like he used, and that felt really really good. 
“Real glad to hear you’re staying on next year, Coach.” Rick clapped a friendly hand at Shane’s shoulder as he passed, and that felt good too, felt like acceptance and friendship and like the stability and community was there for Shane as well. 
“I’m staying.” Shane hugged Maggie briefly when she glommed onto his side, smiling down at her. “Definitely, definitely staying.” 
“Bye Coach!” 
“See ya later, Hollander.” 
“See you at trivia, Shane!” 
The rink emptied quickly after practice, and Ilya joined Shane on the bleachers as he filled out his usual notes to ask, “You will come over for dinner tomorrow?” 
“Yeah.” Shane flipped through the pages on his clipboard to find the speed drill times from the previous week, and jotted down the new ones, putting an asterisk next to Bailey’s time because she was showing so much improvement. “I'll be done at the gym by 4:30 and I have trivia at eight, but I’ll come over in between.” 
“You can shower at the house after the gym.” Ilya nudged his knee, and Shane nudged him back, “That’d be nice, thanks. Save me some time having to drive out to the cabin and back in again.” 
“I want you to sleep over after trivia.” Ilya scooted closer on the bench, lowering his voice even though the girls were playing with the oversized beach ball and were nowhere near close enough to overhear. “I want you to sleep over every weekend, actually. Every night, too. I want you home all the time. You know this.”
“Uh, yeah.” Shane’s rapid scribbling slowed. “Yeah, I know that. We said ‘one day’ about living together. Not now, but eventually. I guess sleeping over all the time isn’t the same as moving in, but–” 
“No, is not the same.” Ilya cut him off with a gentle squeeze at his knee. “But you know I want you home all the time. Want to fall asleep with you, wake up with you, all of it. Yes?” 
“Yeah.” Shane put his pen down and set his clipboard aside, uncertain about how serious Ilya sounded. “I know all that. Why are you asking?” 
“I think is probably a good idea,” Ilya made a face like he didn’t even want to say it, but he rubbed at Shane’s knee and forged on, “if we limit sleepovers for a while.” 
“Limit sleepovers.” Shane repeated. “We’ve had two? I guess three if you count the sick one. What do you mean limit sleepovers? The girls know about us, they’re okay with it and Svetlana is okay with it, is this like a slowing down thing? Or–” 
“No. Not slowing down.” Ilya shook his head adamantly. “But. Like. Taking our time because now we have lots of time. Not rushing.” 
It was on the very tip of Shane’s tongue to point out that boyfriends finally having regular sleepovers after fifteen years wasn’t really rushing, but he didn’t know how to say it without sounding bratty, so he just pursed his lips, “Okay. No rush. We’ve got time to enjoy all the steps of uh– of being together. Of being boyfriends.” 
“Boyfriends.” Ilya couldn’t help grinning over the term. It really was a dumb word, nowhere near big enough to explain who and what they were to one another, but he still loved whenever Shane said it. “Yes. But mostly is cos every time you come over, it is a big deal for the girls. They think it will be a party and it throws off their routine too much.” 
“Oh.” Shane got it, then. Ilya had started the conversation reminding and promising that he wanted Shane there, wanted Shane at the house and spending the night always so when he brought up the girls and the routine as a reason for them to pump the brakes a little, Shane wouldn’t feel sidelined or less important or replaced. 
Ilya wanted to be with him all the time, but he was a Dad and the girls were still small and things were bigger, being boyfriends was complicated, there were schedules and priorities and separate lives to figure out, and blend and make work. 
And, “Okay.” Shane got it. “I agree.”
“You agree.” Ilya searched his face carefully. “So you know if it was summer, then–” 
“Then we could do regular sleep overs and the girls could get used to me being at the house.” Shane finished, nodding along when Ilya’s expression cleared. “It wouldn’t be a big deal every time I was there, it wouldn’t mean an all night movie marathon, or a special dinner or presents or anything. It would be normal.” 
“Yes.” Ilya’s shoulders dropped relieved. “Normal. But during the school year, we have a strict schedule. We do not even have friends over on school nights unless it is a PTA meeting or an emergency. And I would not want every weekend to be something special. You coming over is so fun, but is important the girls have stability. Routines. It helps Mariya settle and helps Nadya too, it helps everything.” 
“I know.” Shane appreciated Ilya being willing to talk it through, and fuck he so so appreciated Ilya making sure to quell his previous misgivings and insecurities before even broaching the topic. With that in mind and with the memory of Ilya being needy, with the echo of Ilya asking for reassurance over and over during their sleepover circling round his head—  
“I want,” Shane wet his lips and nodded, holding Ilya’s hand tight, “to be with you all the time too. And the girls. I want all of it. But you're right, we have time to get there. So for right now, let’s do dinner a couple times a week maybe? Then when summer comes and after Russia,” 
Ilya’s eyes clouded over, resignation shadowing into the gorgeous blue, and Shane swallowed, “We can talk about that later too, alright? But lets plan for after Russia, we’ll start spending more time together, longer days and more sleepovers so when the girls go back to school, it will be normal for me to be around without disrupting the schedule. That sound okay?” 
“Yes.” It sounded amazing, actually. Shane understanding Ilya’s concerns and not even blinking uncertain or unsure about his place in Ilya’s heart, Shane making a plan for the summer, for the future, was amazing. But Ilya still checked, “No hurt feelings?” 
“No, of course not.” Shane promised, then admitted, “Besides. I just barely got comfortable at the cabin, you know? It’d be nice to have time to still figure out that part of my life before changing everything up again.” 
“Okay.” The cabin was a moot point. Ilya fully intended for Shane to move into the East End house, or for them to find a new place to live together, they had agreed on one day and eventually and meant it, so the cabin probably wouldn’t matter much in the long run. 
But Shane wasn’t talking so much about being comfortable at the cabin, as he was talking about being comfortable in Montbonne. In life. In his post-career, post-injury, post Vegas and new version of them. The last year had changed everything for Shane, the last six months had changed everything all over again for them both. Ilya needed time to adjust his life to having Shane in it, and Shane needed time to adjust his life to everything else and that was just fine. 
They had time, so it really was absolutely fucking fine. 
“I am glad we talk about things instead of guessing.” Ilya decided and Shane clicked his tongue in agreement, “Yeah, who knew, right? Communication and honesty works so well, or whatever.” 
“Or whatever.” Ilya mocked teasingly. “Yes. I agree. Can I kiss you goodbye?” 
“You don’t have to ask anymore.” They were the only ones at the rink, the Zamboni operator not coming in until the morning since the Mighty Loons had been the only team using the ice all day, so Shane motioned Ilya in with a small smile, “The answer is always yes.” 
“I still like to ask.” Ilya made sure the girls were still busy playing, and angled sideways on the bench so he could frame his hands at Shane’s hips and tug him closer, a cocky smile tilting the corner of his mouth, “Because I like to hear you say yes and beg please and then threaten violence if I try to skimp on kisses.” 
“One time I threatened to egg your car.” Shane huffed exasperated at him. “One time I joked about egging your car if you didn’t kiss me goodbye and you won’t let me live it down.” 
“No, never.” Ilya tugged him closer, running his hands up and down Shane’s thighs. “It was very cute violence. Like a koala bear growling at me.” 
“I hate you.” 
“No, you don’t.” 
“No, I don’t.” Shane pinched Ilya’s side and sighed. “Are you going to kiss me or not?” 
“Can I?” Ilya asked because he always asked, because car eggings and koala bear growls aside, he loved it so fucking much when after all these years Shane always told him yes. “Can I kiss you good-bye?” 
“Yes, please.” Shane’s exasperation faded into fondness, the heat in his gorgeous eyes enough to make Ilya’s heart pick up race race racing. “And twice, please.” 
“Anything you–” Ilya started to promise anything, started to promise everything, but Shane interrupted, “Oh and make it good, but not too good, okay?"
“Good, but not too good.” he echoed, bewildered. “What ah–” 
“Good enough I won’t slash your tires out of frustration,” Shane cracked up laughing when Ilya’s jaw dropped right open, “But not so good, I slash your tires to keep you here longer for more kisses.” 
“Vicious, violent, koala bear.” Ilya breathed and Shane kept laughing right through the first kiss, then let the chuckles taper away into a low groan when Ilya kissed him again, molding their mouths together and framing his face with both hands, thumbs sweeping reverent and worshipful over his freckles. 
“See you tomorrow for dinner.” Ilya hovered close enough for their lips to brush when he spoke. “Bring a change of clothes so you can come over right after gym?” 
“Yeah.” Shane kept his eyes closed, smiling the tiniest bit when Ilya notched their noses closer together so they were forehead to forehead, sharing air. “Tomorrow.” 
“But maybe,” Ilya asked quietly hopeful, “You will call tonight?” 
“Eight-thirty after reading time?” Shane asked, and Ilya corrected, “Nine-fifteen. Nadyushka is trying for reading award at school so we are reading extra at night.” 
“She’s so smart.” Shane murmured. “Okay. I’ll call at nine-fifteen.” 
“Okay.” Ilya pulled away reluctantly, dotting a kiss to the tip of Shane’s nosem and tapping his lips twice as he stood up from the bleachers. “Bye, Shanychka.” 
“Bye.” Shane tapped his lips twice back. “Talk to you soon.” 
*****
From Coach: Hi girls. Here is an April Fools joke.
From Coach: What is brown, sticky, and is always on the ground on April Fools Day? 
From Twins: WHAT
From Coach: A brown stick. 
From Twins: Boring. 
From Twins: You are bad at jokes. 
From Twins: BOOOOOOO
*****
Friday
“Masha! Nadyushka!” Ilya smiled before calling up the stairs to the girls’ second floor kingdom. “Coach! Dinner in fifteen minutes!” 
“Okay Daddy!” 
“Da, D-Daddy!” 
“Be down soon!” Shane turned back to the twins and clapped his hands. “Alright. Fifteen minutes. Is that enough time to finish our fashion show?” 
“I d-don’t know.” Nadya frowned down at the assortment of stuffed animals they’d tried to fit into doll clothes for a Zootopia-esque modeling show. “I th-think Boris needs some-something different.” 
“How about this?” Shane rummaged through the pile of doll clothes and held up a polka dot sweater meant for an 18-inch doll, but with just enough give in the sleeves to possibly fit over the tiger’s ultra plush body. “If Boris wears this, he’ll match um…” he snagged Blitzen the Sloth and held up the red and white polka dotted scarf around his neck. “He’ll match Blitzen.” 
“P-polka dots.” The smile dropped from Nadya’s face, her eyes narrowing and little jaw setting tense. “You wann-nt to put Boris. The tiger. In p-polka dots.” 
“Coach.” Mariya folded her arms and stared at him, not so much glaring as she was channeling every ounce of judgement in her tiny body right into a blankly disapproving, neutrally disgusted  expression. “Boris is a tiger.” 
“Uh.” Shane blinked a few times. “Right. But. Um–” 
It was downright eerie to watch the girls transform into mini pissed-off Ilyas, their delicate features flattening out irritable. Shane had only ever seen Ilya level that particularly soul withering stare at obnoxious reporters, invasive paparazzi and on some occasions Hayden, and it was disconcerting as fuck to see it mirrored on two precious, precocious, pint sized little faces. 
“I just thought–” he tried lamely. “I mean–” 
“Tigers. Wear. Stripes.” Mariya stated, and Nadya shook her head slowly, “Y-You are nnnnot going to Paris.” 
“Right. Wow. Okay.” Shane tossed the offending polka dotted sweater back into the toy box and stood to his feet, dusting his hands down his pants. “Alright. On that note. I’m going to go help your dad with dinner.” 
“Here, sister.” Mariya handed her twin a sleeveless teal dress from one of her dolls. “This is perfect for Boris.” 
“Sp-Spasibo, sister. At l-least you know what to-to do."
The girls went back to playing and Shane chuckled over the ever evolving intricacies and rules of playtime, then headed down the stairs to the kitchen see if he could do anything to help with the evening meal.
“Hi.” Ilya turned from washing a few dishes and puckered his lips for a kiss. “How are things in the goblin kingdom?” 
“I tried to put Boris in polka dots and got banned from going to Paris.” Shane washed his hands and dried them on the nearby towel, then picked up a spoon to stir the red sauce simmering on the stove. “You ever feel like maybe one day the twins are gonna stab you in your sleep? Cos they just glared at me and I feel like there’s a really good chance I’m gonna get stabbed in my sleep.” 
“No, never.” Ilya deflected snootily. “But is only because I know better than to put wrong pattern on Boris. Tigers do not wear polka dots, Shane."
“Yeah, apparently not.” Shane leaned against the counter to watch Ilya work, eyeballing a plastic wrapped chunk of cheese curiously. “What’s for dinner? And can I do anything to help?” 
“Dinner chicken parmesan.” Ilya inclined his head towards the mostly empty bowls of egg and breadcrumbs sat on the counter. “Chicken is almost done, then I will melt the cheese and add sauce, so no I do not need help. Stay here and be pretty.” 
“I feel like I should be offended by you objectifying me down to my good looks.” Shane didn’t move from the counter, but he did slide his hand up Ilya’s left arm to feel at his bicep, slipping his fingers under the sleeve of Ilya’s t-shirt to rest at the bulge of muscle. “But I’m not mad about it.” 
“No, of course you aren’t.” Ilya pecked a kiss to his lips and reached for the wrapped cheese, peeling away the plastic wrap and setting it on a cutting board. “You have had fresh mozzarella before?” 
“A few times at the bakery when you make me lunch.” Shane watched interested as Ilya picked a knife from the block and started slicing. “I didn’t realize you made it, though.” 
“Is easy.” Ilya moved the board over so Shane could keep holding at his bicep without disrupting his work. “And delicious. And very fun to be smug when annoying customers ask about it.” 
He pitched his voice to an exaggerated falsetto, mimicking some of the pickier customers who frequented the bakery, “Mr. Rozanov, is everything in the bakery made from scratch?” then dropped it back to his usual register, “Da, Karen. Everything scratch. Bread, pesto, mozzarella, tomatoes are local sourced, yes.” 
“Who knew Ilya Rozanov would turn into an asshole about homemade cheese?” Shane snarked, then asked again, “Seriously, anything I can do to help?” 
“No.” Ilya shook his head. “Just stay.” 
Shane stayed. Ilya took his time carving the fresh mozzarella into delicately thin slices, and Shane stayed right there leaning against the counter, his feet crossed and hand slid up inside Ilya’s shirt sleeve, his fingers tip tapping out an absentminded rhythm on Ilya’s arm as he watched the hypnotically smooth slices pile up on the cutting board. 
One two three four five six seven eight. Shane was tapping out an eight beat, comfortable and quick and entirely unconscious. Ilya had caught Shane fidgeting before, but only he was nervous, tapping at his thigh or scratching at his face or bouncing his knee. Shane hadn’t ever done it when he was just hanging out, when things were calm and fine and low stress, or at least he hadn’t done it often enough for Ilya to notice, and when Ilya pulled away to get the chicken from the oven, he squeezed Shane’s fingers lightly comforting so Shane knew it was fine, everything was fine, Ilya didn't mind it at all before asking, “You fidget like Masha does, now. Like you have drums in your fingers.” 
“I–” Shane hesitated. “Shit. Sorry. I didn’t notice I was doing it.” 
“No, is fine.” It was fine, Ilya didn’t mind, he never minded anything like that about Shane. “But you and Mariya both do it. I never noticed before."
“Mariya started doing that on me when you were sick.” Shane opened and closed his hand a few times thinking of how long Mayday had held his hand and drew little designs, tapped out little beats on his palm while Ilya slept through his sick day. “Now she does it all the time, every time she holds my hand. And uh, I used to do it all the time too.” 
He shrugged. “I got in trouble for it at school, tapping at my desk or on my leg all the time." He scratched at his brow. “I'd spell out words or count syllables or whatever. It helped me focus when everything got really loud around me, kept me grounded. My teachers hated it, my coach hated it too, I always tapped my stick on the ground or the boards and eventually my parents got me to stop. Once I was playing comp leagues and being interviewed and stuff, I had to get rid of those kind of uh– tics? So people wouldn't think I was weird. I thought I outgrew it, but I guess not.” 
A beat, then, “Mayday doesn’t get in trouble for it, does she?” 
“No.” That was Ilya’s entire answer. No. Neither of his girls got in trouble for their little fidgets, for their peculiarities with food, for how they expressed themselves or how they played. Nadya wasn’t rushed when she stammered and Mariya wasn’t scolded when she tip tapped her fingers across every surface, no. 
“Right.” Shane wasn’t mad at his parents for how much they’d tried to help him assimilate normal so he could get through press conferences and deal with traveling all over and fake it through stressful social situations. He was honestly grateful for how hard David and Yuna worked to find all the tips and tricks and scripts to keep life bearable for him during the tough years. 
He wasn’t mad about it… but watching Ilya build the twins a life that had room for them and all their differences made his heart ache in a buried way down deep secret tender place. 
Ilya didn’t say anything when Shane leaned in and kissed him for a long moment, only sighed into the slow kiss and smiled in quiet understanding when they parted. 
“Ready for dinner?” 
“Yeah.” Shane picked up the stack of plates for the table, then the two little bowls Ilya had set out because Shane and Mariya both liked sauce on the side so they could add it as they wanted instead of dealing with smothered food. “Yeah, I sure am.” 
Despite the Boris-polka dot-clothing snafu, dinner was pleasant. The girls had assigned seats at the table, their preferred chairs and designated spots picked out years ago and set in stone so there would no day-to-day fussing and no extra fussing on special nights like that when Coach was there to share their chicken parm. Shane sat next to Ilya across from the girls and it was nice.
Easy, even. 
The switch from Upstairs Kingdom Bossiness to Dinner Table Manners was remarkable, Nadya didn’t huff and snark about patterns and clothing choices and Mariya didn’t lash out with any confidence eradicating sarcasm. Ilya’s years long insistence on his spoiled goblins being well behaved princesses for meals and around company was on full display, and Shane laughed in quiet, admiring disbelief when both Mairya and Nadya lay napkins on their lap to avoid any spills and ate their pre-cut meal with small bites and obedient sips of water. 
“See?” llya tapped at Shane’s foot under the table. “You say I spoil them, but look. My house runs like well oiled machine.” 
“It really does.” Shane was always pleasantly surprised in affectionate, heart twinging, stomach swooping ways over how good of a Dad Ilya had become, but he was honestly impressed by how well Ilya had instilled good table manners into the twins. “Nadya’s so stuck up about her fashion show, I thought she’d demand caviar or something and Mayday–” 
He watched with a small smile as Mariya stabbed a piece of chicken and dunked it in her little bowl of sauce. “I dunno. I saw her eat a hot dog in like three bites one time. This is kind of crazy.”  
“They are good girls.” Ilya’s voice warmed with pride when Mariya scooped some of the ultra melty cheese off her chicken and dumped it on Nadya’s plate, and Nadya returned the favor by sharing some un-sauced crispy chicken with Mariya. “Nadyushka. Tell me about your fashion show.” 
“C-Coach tried to put Boris in po-po-polka dots.” Nadya answered, still audibly scandalized and visually appalled by the audacity of it all. “He w-was fired.” 
“I’m not going to Paris.” Shane informed Ilya, and Ilya grinned, “You should text Sveta and tell her. She watches that movie with the girls every time they have a sleepover. Teaches them the boyfriend is toxic and good careers matter more than stupid boys.” 
“I won the math contest in school.” Mariya said next, and the conversation shifted to school, the perils of second grade math olympics and how she’d beat Chris, who deserved to get beat cos he was a butthole.
“Same boy who bullied Nadyushka for stammering.” Ilya supplied when Mariya segued into a passionate speech about just how awful the little boy was, but Shane reassured him, “No, I remember. Mariya punched him twice.” 
“Once for each syllable, yes.” Ilya elbowed him lightly, smiling wide over Shane remembering the little details from the twins’ lives. “Masha has made it her mission all year to beat him in everything as revenge.” 
“Good.” Shane scraped a little cheese off his chicken and ate through the crunchy crust instead. “The kid’s a jerk.” 
“He is eight.” Ilya stated, and Shane shrugged, “Shouldn’t have messed with Nadya, then.” 
“You are just as bad as Masha with holding grudges.” 
“I’m just saying, he shouldn’t have messed with Nadya! She talks fine!” 
7:30 came too soon, and Shane pushed back from the table reluctantly, interrupting Mariya’s rather animated retelling of a recess swing-set flip attempt so he could help clean up. 
“I gotta go.” For the first time since starting trivia months previous, Shane seriously considered skipping. The East End house was cozy and comfortable, the girls funny and engaging, and Ilya hadn’t stopped smiling at him all night, hadn’t stopped touching him all night, toe taps and a warmly solid hand at his knee, elbow nudges and distracting brushes of his fingers at Shane’s thigh, at Shane’s arm, at his side. 
Shane thought about skipping trivia so he could stay. After dinner dishes sounded fun. The girls had homework and Shane could help, Nadya was trying to break a reading record and Shane would be happy to sit and listen to her work through a few extra chapters, maybe Ilya would have his after bedtime routine cigarette and Shane could sit on the back porch with him and watch the stars come out and stay. 
Maybe he’d skip trivia and just stay. 
But, “I gotta–” he wiped his hands and double checked the time and sighed. “Yeah. I gotta get to trivia.” 
“Okay.” Ilya made sure the girls had gone to the living room to get their backpacks and their single sheet of homework, then looped his arm at Shane’s waist and tugged him into a quick kiss. “Have fun tonight. Is almost tournament time, yes?” 
“Yeah, we’re starting the elimination rounds for the tournament.” Shane swayed forward into another kiss, eyes closed and chin tucked so Ilya would kiss his forehead. “There’s only five more nights until the final round.” 
“So is getting intense?” Ilya didn’t understand how anyone could care enough about trivia to compete for a trophy, but he liked how much Shane liked it, so he kissed Shane’s forehead, then nudged his chin up to find his mouth again. “Text me and tell me how it goes. Good luck.”
“Thanks, baby.” Shane whispered, and Ilya made an immediately petulant noise, his grip at Shane’s waist tightening as he complained, “Not fair, calling me baby when you have to leave.” 
“Sorry.” Shane had to go, but he slid his hand under Ilya’s shirt anyway, smoothing his palm over Ilya’s side and tickling his fingers at the warm skin, tracing the slight bump of the moles decorating Ilya’s ribcage. “I’ll switch and call you something else.” 
“Something else.” Ilya stilled under Shane’s palm, eyes brightening. “What else were you going to call me? What um–” Ilya had so many sweet names for Shane, so many affectionate, adoring things he called his Shane at every possible moment, and he tilted his head curiously hopeful, “You have other things to call me?” 
“Yeah.” Shane cuddled in closer, running his nose along Ilya’s shoulder and pecking a dry kiss to the curve of his neck. “Of course I do.” 
“Like what?” Ilya brought his other arm up around Shane’s shoulders, hugging him in close and turning his nose into Shane’s hair. “Tell me, Shanychka. What other sweet things do you call me?” 
“Hm.” Shane hummed, craning into a brush of Ilya’s lips at his temple. “Other than baby?” 
“Yes.” 
“Well, I call you cauliflower.” Shane had to bite his tongue so he wouldn’t laugh when Ilya went ramrod stiff beneath him. “Obviously.” 
“Cauliflower.” Ilya repeated, and there was a hysterically, hilariously frigid moment of absolute silence before he pushed Shane right off of him and decided, “You are a brat. Get out.” 
“You like meeeeee.” Shane needled in his best Ilya impression, dragging the syllables and clipping the consonants to mimic Ilya’s accent. “Admit it.” 
“Get out.” Ilya gave Shane the same disapproving glare the twins had given him upstairs. “Take your stupif cauliflower with you.” 
“You said I could call you cauliflower so long as I said it the same way I said baby!” Shane ack!ed when Ilya threw a kitchen towel at him. “Did you change your mind about that, or—!” 
“Out! Brat!” 
Shane put both hands up in playful surrender, and laughed himself all the way to the front door to get his shoes. He was still laughing when he heard Ilya’s footsteps hurrying after him, still smirking when Ilya grabbed at his waist to turn him around, still smiling knowing and smitten and eager when Ilya backed him into the door and pressed close to crush their mouths together for a long moment. 
“Shanychka.” Ilya sighed against him, nipping at his bottom lip before soothing the sting with a slow lap of his tongue. “You bother me. Is annoying.”
“You bother me too. And yeah it’s really fucking annoying. Makes me want to stay with you all goddamn night.” Shane swallowed the shocked noise Ilya made, deepening the kiss with his hands buried in Ilya’s hair, his hips canted forward so Ilya’s leg could slot between his knees and they fit notching together for a heady few breaths. “I want to. But.” 
“Good luck at trivia.” Ilya knew. He got it. He nodded into another pass of lips, another push of tongue, another too long, too sharply yearning grasp of hands at his hips and around to his butt. “Call me after. Yes?” 
“I will.” Shane curled his fingers at Ilya’s belt loops and tugged once, twice, wistfully. “Hug the girls good night for me.” 
“I will.” Ilya let him go regretfully, leaning against the door frame to watch as Shane got into his car. “Goodnight, sweetheart.” 
****
From Ilyushka’s Jane: Ilya said I should tell you I’m not going to Paris
From Svetlana Vetrova: This is maybe the funniest thing I have ever heard. 
From Svetlana Vetrova: Which fashion faux pax was it, capes or polka dots? 
From Ilyushka’s Jane: Polka dots
From Svetlana Vetrova: Boris? 
From Ilyushka’s Jane: Yep. 
From Svetlana Vetrova: Don’t worry, I’m sure by the time Nadyushka is old enough to attend Paris Fashion Week in person, she’ll have forgiven you and you can come along. 
From Ilyushka’s Jane: Like the REAL Paris Fashion Week? 
From Svetlana Vetrova: Ilyushka and I decided if she was still very into fashion by her thirteenth birthday, we would do a family vacation to Paris and take her to one of the Fashion Week events. 
From Svetlana Vetrova: That gives you six years to brush up on your fashion choices, Coach. 
From Ilyushka’s Jane: I’ll get to work. 
****
Monday 
From Jane: What’s a guy gotta do to get invited to the bakery these days?
From Lily: Is a euphemism? 
From Jane: What? No.
From Jane: I just meant I’d like to come by and see you. I haven’t been to the bakery in a couple weeks.
From Lily: Why didn’t you say that then?
From Jane: Idk. I was trying to be flirty? And I’m a little hungry. So…maybe I can come over?
From Lily: Oh. So you were not asking to give me a blowjob?
From Jane: Are you being serious right now?
From Lily: Very serious.
From Lily: You want to come to bakery. You say you are hungry. Bakery things have cream filling. You want things with cream filling in your mouth. Is a euphemism for blowjobs.
From Jane: WHAT?! 
From Lily: I connected the dots.
From Jane: YOU DIDN’T CONNECT SHIT!
From Lily: I CONNECTED THE DOTS! 
From Jane: Jesus fucking Christ. Can I come by the bakery today or not?
From Lily: Yes please. Always. I want to see you. 
“Ilya?” The back door was unlocked, so Shane let himself into the bakery, then locked the door before moseying down the hallway and into the bakery prep area. “Hey, it’s just me.” 
“You say ‘just you’ like it is not my very favorite thing when you come to see me.” Ilya pushed a couple trays out of the way then turned to pull Shane in close, palming over his ass and down to the back of his thighs to heft him right up onto the big bake table, shoving in between his legs to cover Shane’s startled squawk with an eager kiss. “Hi.” 
“Fuck.” Shane laughed at being so abruptly up, but didn’t fuss or try to wriggle down. “Hey.” 
“I’m glad you are here.” Ilya cupped his chin and kissed him again, settling his other hand high at Shane’s thigh and kneading at the thick muscle. “Are you hungry?” 
“Is this a blowjob reference again?” Shane asked suspiciously, and Ilya kissed his nose, “No, Shanychka. Is for food.” 
“Uh huh.” Shane eye balled the trays of portioned out chocolate chip scone dough. “So you’re not about to offer me something cream filled?” 
“No!” Ilya laughed out loud at him, pinching him in the side. “Is a genuine offer!” 
“Okay then yeah, I’m hungry.” Shane was starving after his morning skate, and he’d foregone his usual protein shake on the chance– for the guarantee– that Ilya would have something fresh and sweetly delicious for him to eat instead. “What are you making?” 
“These are scones.” Ilya motioned to the pre portioned trays. “But I have chocolate muffin and blueberry muffin batter too. If you can wait, I can make cinnamon rolls, but that will be a few hours.” 
“Blueberry muffins would be good.” It was a very specific sort of spoiled to be able to walk into a bakery and demand fresh made blueberry muffins for breakfast, and Shane damn well knew it. He even smiled smug about it as Ilya immediately went to get the muffin batter from the big walk in freezer and scooped it out into a six-pack tray for jumbo sized muffins. 
“I will make extra?” Ilya offered as he lined the pan with baking cups. “You can take them home.” 
“Thank you.” Yeah, Shane was very specifically spoiled and he reveled in it, sitting there on the big bake table and kicking his feet in ill-disguised delight watching Ilya expertly fill each paper cup with exactly the right amount to make the beautifully tall, oversized muffins. Food was still hard sometimes, the noise in his head about eating and his diet and his weight still louder than he’d like, but it all seemed easier, seemed quieter, when he was sitting at the bakery and Ilya was cooking for him so Shane let himself thoroughly enjoy it. 
“You know.” Shane plucked a chocolate chip from one of the chunks of scone dough. “You were wrong about the cream filling thing.” 
“Shane.” Ilya tsked his tongue at him. “I am never wrong about cream filling. Bakery or otherwise.” 
“Well, you were.” Shane feigned nonchalance, popping another chocolate chip morsel in his mouth. “Super wrong about it.” 
“Sure sure.” Ilya fucking doubted it, but he played along, rewrapping the muffin batter and shoving it back in the fridge then asking over his shoulder, “How was I wrong?” 
“It’s just. You know.” Shane shrugged. Swung his feet a little bit. “It wasn’t my mouth where I wanted the cream filling.” 
“Fuck.” Ilya reappeared from the huge walk in freezer, his hands propped on his hips and eyes narrowed. “Hm. That is a very good trick, Shane Hollander.” 
“Oh yeah?” Shane’s smile widened as Ilya stalked his way. “What trick is that?” 
“The trick where you make me wiling to shut down entire bakery,” Ilya smacked his hands onto the bake table, bracing them on either side of Shane’s hips as he crowded back in between Shane’s knees. “Disappoint all my customers and lose my job,” he leaned in close, eyes darting all over Shane’s face before zeroing in on his lips. “All for a chance to fuck you.” 
He bent in closer, hovering above Shane’s lips and sighing through a long exhale that bottomed out into a hungry rumble,  “Such a good trick.” 
“I think…” Shane bumped their noses together, heavy lidded and murmuring soft as he budged in and in until their mouths nearly touched, “You should put those muffins in the oven, cos I’m really fucking hungry.” 
“Hm.” The featherlight kiss was barely a kiss at all with how big Ilya was smiling. “You are very pleased with yourself, aren’t you? For thinking of that comeback?” 
“I worked on it all the way over here, yeah.” Shane wiggled on the table in shameless self delight and Ilya chuckled into his ear, patting at his rear affectionately, “You are a dork.” 
“You like it.” 
“Da. So much.” The next kiss was better. Ilya set the muffin pan in the huge, rotating oven and turned right back to Shane to pull him into a real kiss, hands low at Shane’s ass to tug him to the edge of the table and tongue pushing insistent at the seam of Shane’s lips to deepen the kiss right away, and Shane–
–fuck, Shane melted into it. 
“Ilya.” Shane fell into the kiss, looping his arms at Ilya’s neck and arching his back to rub their chests together, hooking his ankles behind Ilya’s thighs to pull him in further between his knees. “Fuck. Come here.” 
“Shanychka.” Ilya spanned his hands at Shane’s waist then his butt, sliding down to spread wide and settle heavy at his thighs and Shane sighed for it, pressing at Ilya’s hands then groping at his chest, plucking at his necklace then down at the hem of his shirt, fidgety and grabby and restless trying to drag Ilya in closer. He turned his head offering and Ilya acquiesced with a quiet, encouraging noise, leaving a kiss at the corner of Shane’s lips before moving to his throat, sliding his mouth along the length of his neck and mapping the scattered beauty marks with his tongue, digging his teeth in over Shane’s pulse to feel his heart racing. “Mmmmyoulikethis, don't you?” 
“Y-yeah I like it. Fuck.” Shane wiggled closer, trying to spread his knees to make room while tightening his legs around Ilya’s frame all at the same time. “Come on–ah–ah–yes–!” 
His next words garbled into a shivery moan when Ilya sucked a hard bite to the hinge of his jaw and then up at his earlobe, tracing the delicate skin with a wet kiss. His head dropped back and Ilya cradled his scalp with his big hand, making sure Shane’s neck didn’t twinge with the motion and scratching his blunt nails through Shane’s hair, tugging at the silky stands. Shane’s eyes fell closed, his lips tilting in a thrilled, lazy grin and whole frame shuddering before loosening lax when Ilya returned again and again to that one over sensitive spot on his throat, sucking and licking and blanking Shane’s mind right out. 
His shoulders dropped, head lolling and grip at Ilya’s shoulders falling away because it was too much, too good, too perfect to have Ilya braced around him and looming over him, kissing him senseless from the curve of his throat up to the whorl of his ear and to his mouth again, sucking at his tongue and biting at his lip and inhaling him noisy, exhaling panting as if he couldn’t stand not sharing air for even a second. 
“Baby.” Shane fumbled trying to pull at Ilya’s apron strings, scrabbling with clumsy fingers trying to get under his shirt and dig his fingers into Ilya’s back, losing himself in each deeply suffocating kiss and the vibration of Ilya mumbling sweet things against his mouth as Shane tried to grope down over the front of Ilya’s pants, tugging at his zipper and yanking at the button fasten and— 
“A-yoohoo, boys!” Their top of the bake table carried away kiss was interrupted in spectacular, terrible fashion when Alicia let herself in through the back door and bustled right into the bakery prep area with a cheerful wave. “Hiya Coach! I thought that was your car out back!”
“Fuck—!” Shane yanked back from the embrace, mortified at being caught so loudly making out by the sweet woman. “Shit– um– um–!” 
“Dobraya utro, Alicia.” Ilya locked his arms down around Shane so Shane wouldn’t do anything crazy like fall right off the table trying to bolt out of the room. “I did not know you were coming in today.” 
“Oh, I’m not here to work, I just left my good glasses in the break room and can’t go to book club without them.” She tsked when she saw Shane trying to squirm away in a futile attempt to disguise what he and Ilya had almost been up to when she interrupted. “Don’t worry, Coach, no need to be modest around me! I’ve witnessed far more explicit things between better looking boys than the two of you, you can’t scandalize me with a little kissing!”
“You’ve– you’ve witnessed far more explicit things?” Shane stammered uncertainly, while Ilya huffed in offended annoyance, “What does that mean, better looking boys than us? Who is better looking boys than us?"
“One day I’ll tell you how I met a nice couple of fellas in Miami and ended up tagging along to Jamaica.” She called cheerfully as she headed down the hall to the employee break room. “Now those were some steamy kisses!”
“Oh my god.” Shane dragged his hands down his face and covered his mouth, muffling an embarrassed groan. “Honestly, I don’t even know where to begin with that. With any of this.” 
“Meh.” Ilya shrugged, “Her Jamaica story is probably like her Spring Break tramp stamp story.”
“Her what?!” Shane squawked. “Her Spring Break what story?!” 
Before Ilya could attempt a reasonably non-crazy explanation for the unfortunately detailed tattoo branded across Alicia’s lower back, Alicia reappeared from the break room brandishing her glasses and calling, “Okay! Got them! It’s safe for you boys get back to doing whatever it was that had Coach Hollander squeaking like that!” 
“Kill me.” Shane buried his face in Ilya’s shoulder once the back door had locked clunk shut behind Alicia and they were alone again. “Seriously kill me. What the actual fuck.” 
“No, is fine.” Ilya wrapped him into a hug, rubbing at Shane’s back and pressing a comforting kiss to the top of his head. “Is fine, Shanychka. Is only Alicia and she does not care.” 
“No, I know.” Shane nodded into his shirt. “I know. But–” 
“Shane.” Ilya caught Shane’s chin and nudged him up, studying him closely with his face gone serious and voice gone soft. “Listen. We are not open to everyone. I know. But we do not have to hide all the time, not anymore. Alicia knows and the girls and Sveta know. Your family knows, yes? We are not dumb kids anymore, not scared for our careers or safety, we do not have to be...” 
He swallowed, throat moving jerky over the emotion. “Poslushay menya. Listen. We do not have to be ashamed, I am not ashamed of–” 
“Ilya.” The uncertainty in Ilya’s voice scraped raw at Shane’s heart and he shook his head rejecting it, circled his fingers around Ilya’s wrist to counter it, keeping Ilya’s hand there at his chin for a few seconds to soothe the need reflected in Ilya’s gaze before dipping his head enough to dislodge Ilya’s hold so he could nose into his palm and promise, “I’m not ashamed either. It’s not that. I swear.”
“Moya lyubov’.” Ilya whispered relieved when Shane set pursed lips at his fingers for a few seconds. “Spasibo.” 
“And it’s not,” Shane’s lashes fluttered when Ilya brushed over his lips, pressing his thumb at the corner of his mouth. “Fuck. It’s not that I want to hide either.” 
“Then what is it?” Ilya urged quietly. “Why did you panic?” 
“I mean.” Shane set his teeth to the calloused pad of Ilya’s thumb, biting down teasingly. “It’s always awkward when someone old enough to be my mom walks in mid-boner, right?” 
“Mid boner–!” Ilya’s blue eyes light up delighted. “Shane!” 
“And!” Shane raised his vocie over Ilya’s laughter, “And! I was right in the middle of deciding whether or not to change my mind about the whole cream filling thing–!” 
His explanation only made Ilya laugh louder, relief and adoration easing the tension from his broad shoulders, “Coach Hollander, you are a deviant.” 
“Nah, you’re just a bad influence on me.” Shane teased with a wide grin. “You’re rubbing off on me.” 
“This is definitely a euphemism!” Ilya declared and Shane hooked his legs right back around Ilya’s butt, dragging him back in between his legs to offer, “Hell yeah it was. You wanna get outta here and go connect some dots?” 
“Very much.” Ilya grabbed his chin and kissed him, kissed him, kissed him. “But.” he shot a look at the oven timer. “There is only twenty minutes until muffins are done and then I have maybe an hour to prep everything else for tomorrow. After I am done, we can go upstairs or maybe to the house for a while?” 
“Orrrr….” Shane made a show of leaning over and checking the oven time too. “We could go lock the door to the office and you could put me on my knees.” 
“Fuck.” Ilya’s eyes flared hot, his grip at Shane’s chin tightening almost painful. “That is not much time to be on your knees, dorogoy.” 
“We’ve done faster swapsies.” Shane grinned and Ilya grinned right back, ready and wanting but also possessively protectively adoring when he asked, “But what if you want time to be quiet after?” 
“Then you can put me in my spot,” Shane emphasized it with a rap of his knuckles at the table. “And let me be quiet.” 
“Yes. Okay.” Ilya crushed a searing kiss to Shane’s mouth, then hauled him off the table and into his arms. “Come on. Come on, come on, come on.” 
The oven timer tick tick ticked counting down with nineteen minutes left as the office door slammed shut, clicked locked and Ilya fell back onto the little couch with legs spread and hands reaching so Shane had room to drop to his knees with his mouth open and ready. 
The oven timer was still tick tick ticking counting down with two minutes left when the office door unlocked and opened so Ilya could lead Shane back into the prep area and right to his spot, a steadying arm wrapped around Shane’s waist and his face turned into Shane’s cheek, murmuring soft worship into his ear and combing his fingers through Shane’s hair, brushing his fingertips at Shane’s mouth as he pulled the stool out and eased Shane down to sitting. 
“That was fun.” Shane couldn’t stop smiling as Ilya held his face and kissed him hard. “Told you we could do it in less than twenty minutes.” 
“Yes, we are very good at very quick blow job swapsies.” Ilya laughed into another kiss, the words stretching around his own wide smile. “But I still want to take you home after I am done working?” 
“Yeah, definitely.” Shane agreed with a loopy, satisfied little sigh. “I’ll stay until the girls get home from school.” 
“Good.” Ilya cracked the lid on a water bottle and handed it to him, then hurried over to the oven to pull the fragrant smelling muffins out as the timer buzzed. 
Shane folded his arms on the table and laid his head down to rest, a small smile playing around his mouth as he watched Ilya work, his stomach growling as Ilya rummaged around for ingredients to make a sweet glaze to drizzle over the fresh muffins. 
“When do you open back up for customers on Mondays?” he asked over the low noise of the mixer, and Ilya answered, “End of April. We will be open six days a week starting in May for rest of summer.” 
“Okay.” Shane tried not to sound disappointed. He knew the Monday dates weren’t a permanent thing in Ilya’s schedule, but they’d only just gotten back to having them and it was a bummer to know the easy Mondays at the bakery would soon be over for the summer and most of the fall, maybe even clear through the holidays if the bakery stayed busy enough. 
“I do not work all six days a week.” Shane tried not to sound disappointed, but Ilya caught the wrinkle in his brow anyway, and was quick to clarify, “I usually only work the five days when the girls are in school.” 
“Right.” Shane nodded. “And then you’re gone for most of the summer, right? Gone in Russia for a while then it’s almost back to school again so–” 
“Shane.” llya turned the mixer off and scraped the glaze down the sides of the bowl to mix it a few turns by hand. “I could work less this year. This summer and next school year, too. I do not have to be at the bakery so much.” 
“You could work less.” Shane echoed. “What does that mean?” 
“I could work less.” Ilya stated bluntly. "And I will work less. To have more time with you.” 
“Oh.” The way Ilya delivered it so firmly, as if it were a promise to himself as much as a promise to Shane, made Shane pause, made him think there was a story and reason and maybe something sad behind Ilya’s drive to work so much in previous years. “...yeah?” 
“Yes.” 
“Okay.” Later, Shane would ask about it. Right then at the bakery when his throat was still pleasantly achy and he was still tasting Ilya on his tongue wasn’t the time to dig another layer into how difficult the past ten years had been for them both, so he let it go. “I’d like that. Spending more time together.” 
“Maybe we could go to Jamaica.” Ilya watched Shane’s face change, his dark eyes flickering and mouth twitching as his mind raced trying to match what Ilya hadn’t said with the very little bit Ilya had said, and he nodded in relief and appreciation when he saw the acceptance register in Shane’s expression as he moved past the questions to stay present in the easy, post orgasm dazy moment. “See the boys Alicia thinks are better looking than us.” 
“Okay well, we’re not doing that.” Shane’s eyebrows rose in anticipation when Ilya scooped a muffin out of the pan and set it on a plate, drizzling the sweet glaze in thin lines over the top. “Definitely not going to Jamaica to compare ourselves to hypothetical hotties Alicia met a hundred years ago.” 
“No?” Ilya set a fork on the plate and pushed it across the wide table to Shane. “I think you would be very sexy on the beach.” 
“Ilya.”
“You could wear very small Speedos.” Ilya mimed a very low rise, very butt-cheeky cut bathing suit. “White ones. So when you stand up out of water–” 
“I get arrested for indecent exposure?” Shane scoffed, cutting into the warm muffin. “Good plan.” 
“Hm. Okay.” Ilya pursed his lips in playful thought. “So a private pool, yes? Then very small white Speedos.” 
“Stop.” Shane rolled his eyes, then rolled his eyes back and groaned out loud when he took a bite of the muffin and it burst sweet and fluffy on his tongue. “Fuck, this is good.” 
“Good.” Ilya wouldn’t ever get tired of watching Shane enjoy his food, and he smiled indulgently as Shane took a few more bites, then pressed, “Do you want to go on a trip, Shanychka?” 
“To where?” Shane wondered around another bite. “Where would we go?” 
“Anywhere.” Ilya pulled a bakery box from under the table and lined it with parchment paper. “The girls’ birthday is in a few weeks and we always do a small trip to celebrate. We fly to Boston to see Sveta, then all go together to New York or a theme park or water park. You could come with us.” 
He took the rest of the jumbo muffins from the pan so they would cool down, and corrected, “You should come with us.” 
Shane took another bite while he thought about it, and Ilya tried to wait patiently, his mind racing with all the reasons and excuses Shane would most likely come up with. Shane would say things about not wanting to intrude on family things, not wanting to push his way into family traditions, he’d say something about needing to ease slowly into blending their lives, and he’d say something about–
“That sounds really fun.” 
Ilya blinked. “What?” 
“It sounds really fun.” Shane decided easily. “Check with the girls and Svetlana to make sure they don’t mind me coming along, but yeah. I think that’d be fun. And maybe a good way to sorta–” he made a vague motion with his hand. “Make it normal for me to be around more without it being about… me. About us. A birthday trip is all about the girls and I’d just happen to be there too.” 
“Yes.” Fuck, Ilya loved it so much when Shane made good on his promise, reiterated his want and intention to be around. To make it all real. Sometimes Ilya couldn’t help worrying Shane would retreat back like he’d done so often before Christmas but no. Not anymore. They were willing to take it one step at a time, but that didn’t mean Shane was balking or faltering or second guessing and sometimes the potential and hope of it all left Ilya shaking. 
“Y-yes.” he tried again. “Okay. The girls and Sveta will not mind, but I will check anyway.”
“Kay.” 
Shane went back to eating. Ilya took a couple deep breaths to settle his racing, flip floppy, head over heels heart, then said quietly, “I am glad you’re here this morning, Shanychka.” 
“Yeah.” Shane licked some frosting off his thumb and smiled. “Me too.” 
*****
Tuesday
“Coach.” Mariya frowned down at her spelling homework, then erased a few letters and switched them around. “Why are you here again?” 
“I wanted to have dinner with you guys.” Shane leaned over Mariya’s shoulder to make sure she hadn’t spelled people incorrectly for the third time in a row. “Is that okay?” 
“I guess.” Mariya shrugged, and Nadya paused in neatly printing her name on her handwriting practice sheet to ask, “Are y-you staying th-th-the night?” 
“No, cos it’s a school night.” He answered easily, then tapped Mariya’s paper. “Double check ‘napkin’, kiddo.” 
“Nap-kim.” Mariya sounded out. “That’s how I spelled it.” 
“It’s nap-kin.” 
“Napkim.” she repeated. “That’s what I said!” 
“Masha.” Ilya came into the living room with a fresh drink for Shane, and tugged at one of Mariya’s curls comfortingly. “Go get dictionary. Check your spelling.” 
“It’s napkim!” she insisted as she stomped away to get the children's sized dictionary on the bookshelf. “I know it is.” 
“Sh-she’s wrong.” Nadya kept writing, forming her letters with precise lines and careful spacing. “C-Coach is rrrright.” 
“Oh no!” Mariya wailed from over by the bookshelf. “I spelled it wrong!” 
“It’s right there on her homework.” Shane sat back on the couch so Ilya could sit next to him, linking their fingers together and squeezing lightly. “She didn’t have to go get the dictionary.” 
“Masha will never believe she is wrong unless she looks it up herself.” Ilya shrugged with all the world weary patience of a parent who had engaged with and lost the same argument a hundred different times. “She is contrary sometimes just to be contrary. Will tell you the sky is clear if you say it is blue.” 
“Okay, but the sky is clear.” Shane pointed out. “It only seems blue because of the– the shorter light waves we see or whatever, right? I feel like I remember that from school.” 
Ilya just looked at him with an amused little smile, and Shane huffed, “Okay. I get it. Me and Mariya are a lot alike. But I’m just saying, it’s not contrary if you’re right.” 
“Mmm I bet you were fun in class.” Ilya smacked a kiss onto his cheek. “Best in hockey and contrary as fuck.” 
“Swear jar, Mr. Rozanov.” Shane retorted peevishly. “How’s that for being contrary?” 
Ilya only laughed softly at him, squeezing his hand tight. "Okay, Coach Hollander."
After homework as finished and the girls put to bed, Ilya grabbed his cigarettes and motioned for Shane to follow him out to the back porch for a few minutes, dragging another chair over so Shane could sit by him but still away from the ash tray and away from the smoke wafting into the night air. 
“Tonight was fun.” Shane tucked one hand into his hoodie pocket and held onto Ilya with the other, sliding his fingers down from Ilya’s elbow to rest at his forearm, plucking and pulling at Ilya’s long sleeve until Ilya pushed it up and out of the way. “The last couple weeks have been fun, actually. We never got to do this sort of thing, never got to just hang out. We never had much time together and we weren’t ever secure or safe enough to ask for this much time together.” 
He leaned his head on Ilya’s shoulder, rubbing his cheek at his shirt. “It’s been fun to be together. No pressure or rush or anything."
“It has been very fun.” Ilya knocked some ash away and took another slow drag of his cigarette. “And has been very easy, too.” 
“It’s always been easy to be together.” Shane said quietly. “Even before Christmas and before Vegas. Whenever we were together, it was easy. It was all the other stuff that made it hard.” 
“Hockey. Family. Talking.” Ilya agreed with a wry smile. “Communicating. All the clothes-on things, yes?” 
“We were so bad at it, yeah.” Shane slid his fingertips down a little further to rest over the delicate skin on the inside of Ilya’s wrist. “But lately I think even those things feel easy now.” 
“It feels easy.” Ilya hedged. “But–” 
“But.” Shane nodded into his shoulder. “It’s actually way more complicated. With the twins, different houses, all the future stuff. We’ve still gotta figure all of it out.” 
“Russia, too.” Ilya didn’t want to mention it, but Shane was right. They’d made it to the part where they could communicate and talk things through, so now they actually had to communicate and talk things through. “And the eventually thing. All the one day things.” 
“One day. Yeah.” The one day thing made Shane’s stomach swoop, and he closed his eyes smiling over it. Planning for a future with Ilya Rozanov had never been more than a quiet secret dreams he’d always been too afraid to even acknowledge to himself, but now–
–and one day eventually–
“We need to make a plan, I think.” Ilya was still talking, and Shane opened his eyes again to listen. “Like a map. A blueprint for how to do this. How we will do it the right way this time so it is permanent."
“Is there a blueprint for rivals and sort of secret boyfriends who were separated for ten years then started sleeping together and broke up then actually started dating for real and now are planning a life together?” Shane wondered half seriously, half grinning. “Do we get that at the library, or…?” 
“I think we will have to make it up as we go.” Ilya admitted, “And work at it. But will be worth it.” 
“Definitely worth it, yeah.” Shane lifted his head for a small, smoky kiss, then cuddled back into Ilya’s shoulder. “You gotta stop smoking, though. I’m serious.” 
“I know.” Ilya ground the cigarette out and blew the last of the smoke away into the night air. “This is the last one until next time.” 
“Last one until next time.” Shane repeated skeptically. “What does that mean?” 
“I only smoke when I am overwhelmed.” Ilya shrugged. “When things are loud in my head and I need time to think it through.” 
“Wait.” Shane lifted his head again, “What was overwhelming about tonight? We had dinner, I tried to help the girls with their homework, we did night-times. What was overwhelming about it?” 
“You are here for dinner. You helped the girls with homework. We did night-times.” Ilya counted off on his fingers. “Six months ago, tonight was not anything I thought could be real. Now it is. So is overwhelming.” 
“Oh.” Soft soft and understanding. “So it’s a good overwhelming.” 
“Yes.” Ilya shifted in the chair so he could rest his head against Shane’s. “You are a very good overwhelming, lyubimyy.” 
“You’re a good overwhelming, too.” 
They were quiet then, leaned against each other and enjoying the stillness, watching the stars in the dark sky and listening to the muffled, distant noise of the East End neighborhood settling in for the night. Ilya smiled when Shane started tapping at his wrist, gentle and unconscious and mindlessly soothing, tip tapping out a little pattern, a syncopated little beat, an eight count featherlight drumming against his pulse as the quiet stretched long and the weight of the day fell away with each slow breath. 
One two three four five six seven eight. Ilya closed his eyes and concentrated on the rhythm, slowing his breathing to match. 
One two three four five six seven eight. Inhale. 
One two three four five six seven eight. Exhale. 
But then it changed, just slightly and only barely, and Ilya’s brow furrowed when he caught it. 
One. Two three four five. Six seven eight. 
One. Two three four five. Six seven eight. 
But no, it changed again. Shane wasn’t tip tapping thumb through pinky finger in order anymore, he started with his thumb one. Started with his thumb again, moving through his ring fingers, one two three four. Then his thumb again, adding only his index and middle fingers, one two three, before starting all over again
One. 
One two three four. 
One two three. 
Still an eight count, but timed odd and only with certain fingers. 
One. One two three four. One two three. 
One. Four. Three. 
And Ilya thought, oh. He closed his eyes tight and thought, fuck. He held his breath and waited for the pattern to repeat, waited for it to register significant and familiar because it was the same tip tap rhythm Shane used when he tugged at Ilya’s necklace to keep him close, the same tip tap rhythm Shane did sometimes at Ilya’s side when they lay together, the same beat and cadence and timing as when Shane mouthed I love you into Ilya’s skin. 
One. Four. Three. Number codes like what used to pop up on pagers, like Sveta used to text on her very first phone after Mama had passed and Ilya felt alone every single day, like young dumb sappy in love couples in school used to doodle in hand drawn hearts on notes passed in class. 
One. Four. Three.
I love you. 
Ilya let the cycle repeat one more time, then set his other hand on Shane’s knee and added two taps of his own at the very end, like two kisses punctuating the end of a sweet conversation. 
Me too. 
I love you too. 
*****
Friday
“So where did you get idea to Facetime like this?” Ilya propped his phone up against the tote of cookie cutters so he could see Shane on the screen, turning the volume up on his ear buds but keeping his voice low, checking to make sure Alicia or Brylie or one of the other front counter girls wouldn’t wander back into the bakery prep area and overhear. “In Cosmo?” 
“Cosmo? What’s Cosmo?” Out at the cabin, Shane secured his phone on a tripod and backed up to check the point of view, frowning and fussing as he tried to adjust the angle so he could see Ilya and Ilya could see him for the next half hour or so. 
“Wait, do you mean Cosmopolitan? That super pink girls magazine that used to give all those weird sex tips? I didn’t even know that still existed.” He flexed his bare toes into his yoga mat and cast a skeptically judgmental look towards Ilya. “Do you read Cosmo Magazine, Ilya?” 
“I–” Ilya opened his mouth. Closed his mouth. Scowled and busied himself rolling out another batch of cinnamon roll dough. “No.” 
“Oh my god.” Shane peered closer at him. “You read Cosmo Magazine.” 
“No, I don’t.” Ilya set his jaw. “But Sveta did some modeling for one of their spring editions so–” 
“Oh my god!” 
“--so I bought it to support her!” Ilya defended loudly. “I do not read smutty pink magazines all the time!” 
Shane just kept laughing at him, and Ilya huffed, “How do you even know it has weird sex tips unless you read it?!” 
“Wait, does this mean that one romance novel way in the back of your bookshelf is yours and not one Svetlana left?!” 
“Move on, Shane Hollander.” 
“No no, I just want to know–!” 
“Move on!” 
“Okay. Okay.” Shane got the rest of his giggles out as he adjusted his yoga mat and readied a water bottle and sweat towel. “So I was looking up tips for long distance couples to stay connected–” 
“We are not long distance couple.” Ilya dumped several pounds worth of cinnamon brown sugar butter onto the dough and spread it around with a thick spatula. “So who are you long distance with and need tips for?” 
“Stop.” Shane rolled his eyes at him. “You look stupid when you’re jealous for no reason. I’m just saying–” 
“We are twenty minutes away from each other.” Ilya interrupted again. “Same town. Same zip code. If you think we are long distance, move out of scary serial killer road cabin and into East End with me. Then there is no long distance tips needed.” 
“Stop.” Shane pointed a finger at the screen warningly, “Shut the fuck up and listen, or I’ll hang up.”
“Yes, dear.” Ilya grinned, holding up his hands in surrender. “Tell me your long distance things.”  
“I know we aren’t long distance.” Shane stepped away from the phone so he had room to take his hoodie off, making sure he was framed front and center on screen so Ilya had a full body view of him pulling it up over his head and tossing it away, then shaking out his arms and smoothing down the rather snug fitted white tank top he was wearing underneath. “But we don’t get to see each other all the time either, and not for very long so it feels long distance.” 
“Okay.” Ilya had made hundreds maybe thousands of batches of cinnamon rolls since taking over the bakery, he had the entire process down to a science and could go through the motions on autopilot, his mind wandering and thoughts spaced out elsewhere while the sweet treats took shape under his hands. 
But when Shane took off his hoodie to show off his arms in the white tank, then stepped out of his sweats to expose a pair of thin white shorts riding high on his thick thighs–
–well. 
Ilya went very still, his eyes opening very wide as the cinnamon rolls went entirely forgotten, his auto pilot baking ability shut entirely off, his mind fully wholly obsessively zeroed in on the tug and pull of the white shorts across Shane’s ass.
“What.” He croaked. Swallowed. Tried again. “What are you doing? What is happening?” 
“The long distance advice was about making sure to stay connected during the regular day to day stuff instead so we feel like an actual part of each others lives instead of only showing up for important or pre-scheduled things.” Shane bent at the waist to touch his toes, his body turned sideways so Ilya could see the everything and so he could watch Ilya’s stunned expression out of the corner of his eye. “So I thought maybe we could Facetime a couple times a week while I do stuff around the house or you’re at the bakery. That way it’s spending time together even when we’re both busy.” 
“Stuff around the house.” Ilya couldn’t have recited his cinnamon roll recipe just then if his life depended on it. Shane dropped into a low squat, shifting his weight back and forth to open his hips and stretch his hamstrings and Ilya breathed out something disbelieving and greedy before managing, “And yoga? This counts as stuff around the house?” 
“Not every time.” Shane turned his usual yoga music on low and did a few more stretches. “But it’s what I’m doing today. You don’t mind watching me work out?” 
“This is a trick.” Ilya decided. “You are tricking me. Is this late April Fools? You are stretching in tiny shorts and I am supposed to believe this is real long distance relationship tips?”
“No, Ilya.” Shane fought a smile at Ilya’s audibly horny skepticism. "It's not a trick. You know I do yoga every day, sometimes twice a day. If you were here at the cabin, this is what I’d be doing.” 
“With me there.” Ilya blinked blinked blinked. “You would be stretching. Like that. With me there.” 
“Yes, Ilya.” 
“Fuck, Hollander.” Ilya picked up the spatula and forced himself back to spreading the cinnamon butter mix across the dough. “And the shorts. They are very necessary?” 
“I could put the pants and hoodie back on.” Shane cocked a challenging eyebrow at him. “But I don’t like when I get sweaty and all the clothes stick to me.” 
“Ah.” Ilya cast another furtive glance around the bakery prep area, debating whether or not to abandon the cinnamon rolls entirely and go watch Shane do yoga in the privacy of his office. Or the upstairs apartment. Or his car. “Okay. God forbid sweaty clothes stick to you.” 
“Exactly.” Shane smiled cheerful and innocent like he couldn’t see how red Ilya’s face was. “Sound good?” 
“Very good, yes.” Briefly, hysterically, Ilya wondered if he would ever not be fully fucking flummoxed by Shane being so boldly flirtatious with him. 
Shane lifted his arms above his head and took a deep breath, eyes closed and expression serene, broad chest lifting with the inhale and whole body lengthening, skin glowing warm in the sunlight streaming through the cabin windows and Ilya hoped briefly, hysterically, that he never got used to it and Shane would be able to stun him speechless for the next hundred years or so. 
Cos wow.
Wow.  
“Okay.” It was only by the grace of some all knowing pastry deity that the cinnamon rolls were finished in any sort of timely fashion, and Ilya washed his hands, then started pulling ingredients for his next project, lining everything out on the bake table and listening close to the sound of Shane’s steady breathing in his ear, his eyes trained on his phone and Shane moving gracefully through a myriad of poses. “Tell me what you are doing.”
“This is yoga, Ilya.” 
The sarcasm was thick enough to choke him, but Shane’s smugly pleased little smile at chirping him was so goddamn cute, Ilya didn’t even care. 
“Da, spasibo.” he returned flatly. “But tell me the moves. What is it called, the flow? Tell me what you are doing.” 
“Yeah, it’s called a flow.” Shane exhaled, lifted his arms and inhaled, then slid smoothly into another position. “Why do you want to know the names of the positions?” 
“I explain my baking to you step by step so you understand.” Ilya pointed out. “Tell me your yoga so I understand. These poses are good for your knee, yes? For flexibility and low intensive muscle rebuilding?” 
“I have some flows that are specifically for that, yeah. But this one,” Shane breathed, moved, breathed, “Is a sun salutation. I do it every day. Sometimes twice.” 
“Okay.” Ilya nodded, and turned the volume on his ear buds up again. “Tell me. Go.” 
He listened very closely, eyes darting between the Facetime call and the bake table as Shane explained his way through the Sun Salutation, naming the positions or specifying the stretch as he slowed the sequence down so Ilya could understand.
And Shane was good at it. Short shorts and clingy tank top aside, he was beautiful gliding through the different set ups and adjusting his posture to transition into the next motion. His legs were strong, the lines of his body long, every breath purposeful and his dark eyes far away and hazy, his voice soft talking through each step. 
Ilya knew Shane did yoga every day, but hadn’t put much thought into it beyond stretching to avoid aggravating injured muscles, and watching Shane flow made Ilya regret every single morning he hadn’t had an up close and personal point of view to this particular workout. 
And maybe maybe he was a little jealous of the sun for getting such a beautiful salutation every single day, but he certainly wasn’t going to say that out loud. 
“I like that one.” Ilya added the last dollop of whipped topping to a batch of cupcakes and smiled at his phone. “You should come over and do that pose on me.” 
“No, Ilya.” Shane lifted himself from downward facing dog to warrior one. “That’s gross.” 
“I think I could be very helpful with your flexibility.” 
“Stop.” Shane exhaled, bending forward at the waist to set his palms on the mat by his feet. “You would be very fucking unhelpful, I’m sure.” 
“No, would be very helpful fucking.” Ilya emphasized with a waggle of his eyebrows. “I will bend you like Beckham, yes?” 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane straightened out of the last pose and mopped the sweat towel across his forehead. “I can’t believe this is working on me.” 
“Is it working?” Ilya’s immediate answering grin was so wide it strained at his face. “You will let me bend you like Beckham?” 
“Not if you keep calling it that, but uh–” Shane ran his tongue over his lips, making his way to the tripod and bending in close so the screen was filled with his mouth and eyes and the fringe of his hair at his forehead. “Can you get out of work and come see me for a while before you have to get the girls from school?” 
“I am done now.” Ilya shoved the tray of cupcakes way and started yanking at his apron. “Very done. I will be there soon.” 
“Okay, don’t just abandon your work– Ilya!” Shane protested when Ilya disappeared from view, then reappeared with his coat on. “I didn’t mean right this second!” 
“Too bad, I am leaving.” Ilya called for Alicia, “Alicia! I am leaving for the day!” 
Shane couldn’t hear what Alicia called back, but he laughed out loud when Ilya frowned and retorted, “I own the bakery Alicia, I can do what I want!” and laughed harder when Ilya groaned and grumbled, “Yes fine. I will package cupcakes first.” 
“Half an hour, solnyshko.” he tapped his lips twice at the screen for Shane. “Maybe forty-five minutes. Do skoroy vstrechi, I will see you soon. Do not shower.” 
“Yeah, I’ll see you– wait.” Shane shook his head. “No no wait, I’m sweaty and gross. I need to–” 
“Do not shower.” Ilya repeated firmly, and Shane swallowed, “I’ll just… clean up a little bit then? Like just–” he inclined his head vaguely. “You know.” 
“Yes, fine.” Ilya conceded with a quick nod. “But put the shorts back on.” 
“These ones are–!” 
“Shane.” Ilya raised his eyebrows pointedly. “Shorts back on.” 
“Fuck. Okay.” Shane put a hand to his face where he knew he was blushing red. “See you soon.” 
****
Forty-five minutes later, Ilya was pulling into the driveway at the cabin, parking his car and jogging up the steps to all but tackle Shane into a hard kiss. 
“Ilya–! Mmmfuck–!” Shane met him at the door shirtless, his body still a little damp from the shower and the required yoga shorts clinging to the inside of his thighs, and he grinned when Ilya glommed onto him immediately, backing him through the open door and smothering him into a noisy, greedy kiss. “Holy shit, hi to you too.”
“Hi. Bedroom. Now.” Ilya peeled himself off of Shane only long enough to shut and lock the door, then was right back on him, crushing their mouths together and pushing him down the hall to the bedroom, kicking off his shoes and yanking at his clothes as he went. “Bed bed bed now.” 
“I know.” Shane laughed breathlessly at him, groping and grabbing at Ilya as best he could while being herded to the bedroom. “Fuck baby, I know, I know– hey!” 
He shrieked when Ilya hauled him in by his ass, digging blunt fingers in and gripping tight lifting him off his feet to toss him on the bed. “Ilya! Oh my god!” 
“Shane.” Ilya pushed his pants down his legs and clambered up onto the bed naked, caging Shane in between his arms and shoving his face into Shane’s crotch, open mouth inhaling into the sweaty shorts, chasing the scent of body wash and musk deeper down along the line of Shane’s quickly hardening cock. “Bozhe, kakoy zhe ty krasivyy’, you make me crazy. Fuck.” 
“Ilya.” Shane twisted his fingers into Ilya’s hair, arching up off the bed yelping when Ilya grabbed at his ass again, pulling and yanking at the tight shorts until the seams starting stretching, the threads and stitching straining beneath his grip. “Wait wait wait, you’re going to tear the–” 
The shorts tore. Shredded, really. The seams split and the clingy material fell away in pieces and Ilya groaned out loud almost growling when he could push his face into the still shower damp curls at the base of Shane’s cock and breathe him all the way in. “Fuck, Shane.” 
“Asshole.” Shane’s hips jerked up, cock twitching at the heat of Ilya’s lips so close. “You owe me a new pair of shots.” 
“I will buy you whatever you want.” Ilya licked his way up Shane’s cock, moaning as he sucked a drop of pre-come from the slit. “But right now you will be flexible, yes? Let me try to put your ankles up by your ears?” 
“Holy shit.” Shane’s jaw unhinged, his hands reflexively clenching at the blankets as Ilya moved up between his legs, coaxing his knees to bend. “I uh– I–” 
“Yes?” Ilya prodded, and Shane gulped, “Yes. Fuck.” 
“Good.” Ilya turned his head to suck a slow kiss to the scars at Shane’s left knee. “Hold on to something, Hollander.” 
“Think I’ll just hold onto you, Rozanov.” 
“Good.” Ilya said again, but this time he kissed Shane on the lips, soft and sweet and achingly tender. “Don’t let go.” 
Shane didn’t let go, and Ilya fucked him hard enough to make the bed shake, the headboard denting at the wall as he drove into him over and over. He folded Shane into the mattress, lifted the the strong legs over his shoulders and tipped Shane’s hips half off the bed until Shane's abdomen was crunched and whole body jolting with each heavy, bottomed out thrust. Shane held onto Ilya’s hair, to his wide shoulders, to his face dragging him in for kiss after messy, needy, gasping kiss, spurring Ilya on with panted, “Yeah baby yeah, fuck that’s so good, so good, come on–!” 
“Tell me.” Ilya ordered hoarsely with one hand planted on the bed and the other circled round Shane’s neck, petting obsessively over his throat and pressing squeezing in time to every one of Shane’s ragged, eager breaths. “Tell me, come on.” 
“Need you deeper.” Shane craned his neck up into Ilya’s palm, chasing the weight and pressure at his throat, babbling his way through a litany of pleas and demands and praise, “That’s so good, come on. More more more, harder baby harder.” 
“Say it!” Ilya took him harder, staring down at Shane with his vision blurring with sweat, his heart hammering in his chest, begging Shane to, “Tell me, come on. Tell me, tell me, tell me.” 
Say it, say it, say it. Ilya couldn’t tear his eyes away from the size of his hand at Shane’s neck, the color flushing gorgeous into Shane’s face, the part of his lips spit slick and kiss bruised, his lashes fanning damp against his cheek and over his freckles with each panting gasp. He was gorgeous, he was perfect and Ilya couldn’t take it. He bent down for a rough kiss, pleading into Shane’s mouth, “Come on, sweetheart. Say it…” 
Tell me you love me. 
Say it so I can hear it. 
You love me, you love me, you love me, say it. 
“Fuck, you’re gonna make me–!” Shane yanked at Ilya’s hair, eyes screwing shut and breath coming loud as he got close. “Fuck. Need your hand. Need you to– come on–!” 
“Ty neveroyatnyy. You are incredible, you are doing so good.” Ilya promised hoarsely as he stroked Shane to finishing, never letting up with the brutal rhythm inside him until Shane was bowing up off the bed wailing, unapologetically and unashamedly loud about how much he wanted, how badly he needed, how good it all was with Ilya buried inside him and taking him apart. 
“Oh fuck–!” Shane’s voice pitched another notch strained when Ilya buried his face into the swell of his chest, squeezing at his throat as he ground in against his rim. “Fuck, I can feel you cumming…” 
“Tell me.” Ilya grit out, hissing the words into the curve of Shane’s neck. “Say it. Say it.” 
“Fuck, you’re so fucking perfect.” Shane dropped back into the pillows with a ragged sounding gasp, both hands tangled in Ilya’s hair clutching him tight to his chest and hips hitching up trying to get Ilya deeper, legs winding around Ilya’s hips to keep him inside. “Baby, you’re so fucking perfect, don’t let go. Don’t ever let go, holy shit…” 
It wasn't I love you, but Shane breathed it all like a prayer, exhaled the words like he’d found heaven and was seeing stars in Ilya’s arms and that was almost enough. 
...Almost.
****
Chapter Notes:
And they were BOYFRIENDS. We LOVE it.
As an avid anti-April Fools Prank type person, I fully appreciate Shane's sacrifice in putting up with pranks from the girls and wholly appreciate Ilya pre-emptively warning and also making sure the prank was Shane-appropriate. Also, glitter is the worst. 
Shane telling Ilya "you don't have to ask anymore" and Ilya asking anyway partly because hes a whole Consent King but also because he'll never get tired of hearing Shane say "yes"? Lover boy. 
I love how easily they talk about the future. Yes there will be actual conversations coming about Russia etc, but for right now it's so goddamn rewarding for them to be able to just casually talk about it, when not so long ago the thought of a serious conversation made them both break out in a case of The Run-Aways. 
The girls Slavic-staring Shane to FILTH. Heaven help the person foolish enough to get in their way. 
Special mention for Sveta just very casually informing Shane that since he will absolutely still be around and part of the family in six years, of course he'll be going to Paris for the twins' 13th birthday. 
The constant back and forth reassurance in this chapter-- No, Ilya doesn't mind all of Shane's quirky stuff. Yes, Shane is in it for the long haul, planning for the future, here to stay. Yes, Shane is flirty and teasing and pursuing his man and boy howdy is Ilya HERE for it. No, they aren't in any rush to move too fast but yes all the sex is overly emotional because they are in LOVE, they are LOVERS, they just need to SAY IT but no rush, no rush, they have time. 
Shane's finger tapping, word spelling, syllable counting stim is mine too. I am very emotional for him being free/secure enough to let himself naturally stim the way he needs to and also, I love he and Mariya having matching little quirks that Ilya is always happy to indulge. 
The yoga scene is wholly inspired by my weekly Sunrise Pilates and of course, Hudson's Peleton ad. Love Shane approaching it as "this is how we can stay connected" but also using it as a way to seduce Ilya via Mountain Pose and Downward Dog. 
The slightest of sweaty shorts/smell kink coming through there, holla. Love Ilya manhandling Shane all over and Shane giggling himself dumb about but oh boy OH BOY Ilya begging Shane to tell him he loves him? Just BEGGING him to say it out loud?! I promise the actual real 'i love you' scene is going to be be so goooooood. 
Coming Up! Now that they're officially boyfriends, they need a blueprint to figure out how to make their forever a reality. A trip for the twins 8th birthday, a Russian discussion and a trip to a very specific cottage building site by a very special lake. 






      

  












      Chapter 24: Blueprint (build it beautiful)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: Call yo dentist, this sugar sweet fluff is gonna rot your teeth right out. 

Content Warning: Condoms get booted from the group chat (holla)

Word Count Warning: Leave me along, we're not gonna talk about it, just move along, I don't know what happened.








  
Coach Hollander’s Office
 
Montbonne Community Ice Rink
 
“What is here, all these little symbols?” Ilya paused in his studied perusal of the huge wall calendar in Shane’s office, squinting his eyes at the painstakingly neat print and rainbow colored entries. “Is like hieroglyphics?" 
 
“What? Heiroglyphics?” Shane glanced up from the stack of paperwork on his desk. “You mean where I wrote in the practices and skill set stuff? No, Ilya. It’s not ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics. Are you kidding me?"
 
“Looks like it.” Ilya tapped his fingers thoughtfully over a teal and purple shaded star on the 23rd, marked Twins Birthday. “What are all these things, little drawings and swoopy lines. I did not notice them before.” 
 
“To be fair, usually when you’re in my office you’re focused on me, not on my calendar.” Shane pointed out. “And hey,” he threw a pen at Ilya’s shoulder. “Quit like– like ogling it. You’re going to make it self conscious.” 
 
“Self conscious.” Ilya deadpanned. “I will make your calendar self conscious. Is your calendar shy, Shane?” 
 
Before Shane could formulate something snarky in reply, Ilya made his way back to the chair in front of Shane’s paperwork-covered desk and slumped into it with a mournful sigh. “I would not be ogling your calendar if you would give me attention, you know. You are more interested in the paperwork than in me. I have to flirt with something.” 
 
“First of all, you’re being insane right now.” Shane’s mouth twitched with the effort of suppressing a smile. “Second of all, when you texted and asked to come see me, I told you yes, but I had to get this paperwork done, so you should come by later or I could come by the house once I was finished. You decided to show up early, you gotta make do while I finish my stuff.” 
 
“Right. So I am making do by staring ah–” Ilya snapped his fingers a few times, trying to find the word. “Staring lascivious at your hieroglyphics. Why do you write in symbols anyway, is not like your calendar holds spy secrets, hm?”
 
“Even if they were hieroglyphics, I’d appreciate if you weren’t lascivious towards them.” Shane stapled a set of papers together, and moved on to the next ones. “It’s shorthand. Like what court reporters use.” 
 
“Why do you know shorthand?” Ilya asked, then changed his mind, “No, why do you use it? This calendar is for everyone to read, yes?” 
 
“No, the calendar on the outside of my office is for everyone to read.” Shane jabbed his pencil towards the similar sized calendar on the outside wall of the office that was filled out with coordinating colors and precise details for the parents and kids to read. “This one is mine.” 
 
Ilya raised his eyebrows waiting, and Shane explained, “My dad worked for the Treasury Board, right? Back when he first started, he was basically a glorified secretary taking notes in all the meetings. He used shorthand, taught me how to use it, it's just easier sometimes.” 
 
“You should teach the twins.” Ilya frowned when Shane didn’t look up from his paperwork. Frowned at the distance between his chair and the desk and the gorgeous be-freckled man who was too busy to pay him proper attention. Frowned because he’d showed up early thinking his best kissy face would sway his stalwart boyfriend from the apparent joys of filling out forms, but his plan hadn’t worked at all. “They would be very happy with their own secret language to write notes in.” 
 
“That’s a great idea.” Ilya was rewarded with the briefest of sunshine-y smiles before Shane went back to writing. “That’d be something fun for us to do together, definitely.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair. On his leg. “Is it okay that I’m here? Or do you want me to leave and come back?” 
 
“It’s fine that you’re here.” Shane answered, patient and a little bit amused by Ilya’s visible pouting. “But like I said. I have to get these ice time logs and expense reports done so Rachel can get all the tax information sent out. I don’t really want you to leave and come back, but I also don’t want you to be bored. So–” 
 
He gestured vaguely. “It’s up to you.” 
 
“I’ll stay.” Leaving hadn’t even crossed Ilya’s mind. When he’d texted asking to come see Shane, all he’d read of Shane’s response was ‘yes’ before promptly leaving the house and headed to the rink for a visit. Now Ilya felt bad for intruding on what seemed to be easy but tedious paperwork, but he still wasn’t going to leave. Being ignored by Shane so he could work was still better than being away from Shane, so Ilya settled further into his chair and made a valiant attempt to stifle his impatience so he could promise, “I will stay. And I’ll be quiet. It is like when you come to the bakery when I am busy. You sit in your spot and watch me work and I like that alot, so I will do the same with you.” 
 
“Well, it’s not exactly like when I sit in the bakery when you’re busy.” Shane conceded with a quick grin, “At the bakery, I get to have a snack and watch you prance around in that slutty apron–” 
 
Ilya barked a startled laugh, and Shane’s grin widened, “You’re just sitting here watching me fill out and staple forms. I know this is boring as hell.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya tilted his head studying him, his blue eyes gone very soft. “Is a good thing I like doing boring things with you, Hollander.” 
 
“I think getting old has made you sappy, Rozanov.” Shane returned, and Ilya smiled crooked and adoring at him, “Yes. It has.” 
 
“I fucking love that.” Shane stapled papers and set them aside, then got up from the desk and grabbed another folding chair from the small stack by the wall, opening it right next to him at the desk. “Come sit with me.” 
 
“I will distract you?” Ilya moved over immediately, abandoning his current seat and hurrying around the desk to sit next to Shane. 
 
“No, it’s fine.” Shane assured him. “This is time consuming but super easy, you’ll be fine.” 
 
“No, I mean I will distract you.” Ilya dragged the chair in a few more inches so his knee budged right up against Shane’s leg. “I will try very hard to distract you.” 
 
“Behave.” Shane tsked at him, but the warning lost any semblance of heat and seriousness when he hooked their feet together and reached for Ilya with his left hand so he could keep writing. “I promise I’m almost done.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya squeezed at Shane’s fingers, then switched to holding Shane with his other hand so he had one free to settle at the base of Shane’s neck, fingers kneading into the knotted muscles in Shane’s neck in an easy, grounding motion. “Is okay?” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane tipped his head back into the heat of Ilya’s palm, eyes closing and a quiet groan escaping his lips. “That feels so good. Fuck.” 
 
Ilya leaned in to kiss his cheek, his temple, the soft spot behind his ear, never letting up at the steady pressure at Shane’s neck, and Shane rolled his head head following it, turning into Ilya’s grip and chasing the featherlight kisses with his lips pursed until Ilya gave him a real kiss on his mouth, murmuring, “I’m really glad you’re here.” 
 
Ilya was glad to be there, too. Glad to be allowed into Shane’s space, glad to tease and have Shane get sassy right back, glad to be sitting so close, so welcome. There was something peculiarly intimate about being invited along for mundane, tedious moments and Ilya was always happy for Shane to be in his life and space for those moments, but he hadn’t realized how good it would feel to be in Shane’s life and space for those moments. 
 
The yoga Facetime had been fun. Paperwork at the office was different. They were quiet, Shane was busy, his pen scritch-scratched through the forms and the stapler clink-clunked with each finished stack. Ilya held Shane’s hand and massaged lightly at Shane’s neck until the tension bled away and Shane’s breathing evened out, it was quiet and tedious and Ilya was having the time of his life. 
 
Shane rubbed idle circles into Ilya’s palm with his thumb, tip tapped out a mindless little pattern that didn’t spell anything, not one-four-three, not a musical beat Ilya recognized, it didn’t mean anything, but it sort of meant everything to share the silence and bask in the boring, to feel Shane tip tap fidget against him because after a very long time, Shane was comfortable enough to do it.  
 
It was everything. Ilya loved it. 
 
Ilya loved it very much extra when Shane put down his pen and rubbed his eyes, then smacked a loud kiss square onto Ilya’s lips and told him, “I’m so happy you came by early. It’s always better when you’re here. Everything is fucking better when you’re here. I can’t believe I ever tried to stay away from this. From you.” 
 
Shane hesitated, his brow furrowed when Ilya didn’t kiss him back or reply right away. “...what’s wrong?” 
 
“No. Nothing is wrong.” Ilya shook his head and angled in to bring their mouths together, tongue flicking out licking at the seam of Shane’s lips until Shane let him in with a quiet, wondering noise. “Nothing is wrong. Is only–” 
 
Ilya brought his hand from the base of Shane’s neck to cup his cheek, sweeping at his jaw before holding his chin so he could push their foreheads together and sigh. “Is ah–” 
 
“Baby?” Shane filtered his fingers into Ilya’s curls and tugged lightly. “What is it?” 
 
“Sometimes.” Ilya shook his head again, and Shane’s head moved with him, their noses bumping. “Sometimes I do not know what to say when you are so honest.” 
 
“Honest.” Shane echoed uncertainly. “We promised to be honest with each other.” 
 
“Yes, I know. And I am glad for it. But.” Ilya set his thumb to the corner of Shane’s mouth, murmuring hoarse in Russian when Shane opened for him again, plush lips parted just enough to be enticing. “Bozhe moy, Shanychka, ty pekrasen. Sometimes is overwhelming when you are so honest.” 
 
“Bad overwhelming?” 
 
“No, nyet.” Ilya denied firmly. “But it makes me speechless, sometimes. Like you take all the words, and I do not have any.” 
 
“Oh.” Shane smiled and Ilya traced it with his tongue, with his lips, tasting the upward lift of joy off Shane’s mouth. “Well that’s fair. I mean, that’s how it feels when I get really quiet and you talk to me in Russian.” 
 
“Is not the same.” He countered softly. “That is when you are quiet after we are together and are floaty, so I say…” 
 
The sentence trailed off, cut off into a hard swallow, and Shane tightened his grip in Ilya’s curls, “What are you saying? When I am quiet like that? Tell me.” 
 
“It is things I say to you in English too.” Mostly. Ilya mentally corrected. The things he whispered, rambled, prayed to Shane in Russian when they were finished together and Shane was fucked out, spaced out, sucking at his fingers and humming like his soul was satisfied were all mostly things he had said out loud and in English at one point or another. “But is stronger in my heart to say it in Russian.” 
 
“Or no.” He frowned. “No, not stronger. But easier. To say it in Russian. 
 
“Right. Okay.” Shane’s stomach swooped, his core clenching thinking of all the things Ilya whispered to him in Russian, how deep his voice dropped, how rough and wrecked the syllables sounded catching over ragged breaths, sticking to Ilya’s tongue before he licked them slick right into Shane’s mouth. “So um– so–” 
 
Ilya’s mouth tilted into a cocky little grin when Shane stuttered. “What are you thinking about, moy milyy?” 
 
“Nothing. Fuck off.” The irony of hiding his thoughts while they were talking about honesty wasn’t lost on Shane, and he rolled his eyes when Ilya just laughed low and knowing at him. “But me being honest and you feeling like I take all the words, it’s the same thing. The same way I feel when you talk to me in Russian and I can’t find a single fucking word to say. Same thing.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya still thought it was different, him praising Shane as they came down together and Shane rendering him speechless with a casually public declaration of regretting all the times they were apart, but he acquiesced with a short nod and a long kiss, holding Shane’s chin with one hand and sliding his other hand up Shane’s thigh to palm at his hip and tug him closer in the chairs. “Okay.” 
 
“I do think, um.” Shane inhaled noisily when they parted, his dark eyes sparking and face flushed dark pink behind his freckles. “I think you should stop being a pussy and say all the Russian things in English so I can understand them, though.” 
 
“I think calling me a pussy,” Ilya raised his eyebrows pointedly, “While demanding I translate sweet things is a choice, yes?” 
 
“Well–!” 
 
“I think!” Ilya raised his voice over Shane’s protests, “Mean boys do not get sweet things translated!” 
 
“You said you liked when I bullied you!” 
 
“Liking it and rewarding it is different things!” 
 
“Give me a break!” Shane laughed loudly at him. “It isn’t like I say things to you in a language you can’t understand!” 
 
“No, you don’t.” Ilya thought about the times Shane whispered I love you when he thought Ilya was sleeping, how Shane mouthed it into kisses brushed over Ilya’s skin and imprinted onto his heart, about tip tapping patterns that spelled out one-four-three, I love you I love you I love you whenever they sat quiet together and held hands. 
 
But, “Is not my fault you do not have any mystique.” He shrugged teasingly. “I think I will keep saying my things in Russian and you will have to keep fussing about loving it so much.” 
 
“Sounds like a lot of work, I’ll endeavor to enjoy it.” Shane prodded Ilya back to sitting in his chair, then climbed right into his lap, holding Ilya’s face with both hands so he could crush a searing, sucking kiss to his mouth, sinking in and drawing it out until Ilya gasped against his tongue and thrust up beneath him helplessly, his arms winding like steel around Shane’s waist. 
 
“Shanychka.” 
 
“Fuck, I love how that sounds.” Shane dug his toes into the office carpet so he had the leverage to roll his hips across Ilya’s lap, grinding shameless down against him. “I don’t even know what it means and I love it.” 
 
“Is like a sweet name for you.” Ilya groaned out, his hands clamping down at Shane’s hips. “A nickname but only from me, no one else would call you this. Is only for me to you, only for us.” 
 
“Only for us.” Shane dug his teeth into Ilya’s bottom lip. “Yeah. I love that. Okay. Okay.” he bent in to get his mouth at Ilya’s throat, spanning his big hand under Ilya’s chin to coax his head back so he had room to lick and nip and mouth his way up the line of Ilya’s neck up to the hinge of his jaw. “You wanna bend me over this desk for a few minutes?” 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya’s jaw dropped, a wild, wide, disbelieving grin splitting his face. “Who are you and what have you done to golden boy Shane Hollander?” 
 
“Golden boy retired.” Shane sucked at his ear with a low moan. “Now it’s Coach Hollander who lives in this tiny little town and has nothing to do except fill out pointless paperwork and fuck his hot boyfriend.” 
 
He sat heavier on Ilya’s lap, hugging his thighs with his knees and holding tight at his hair so Ilya could see the heat and truth in his eyes, “And he’s really fucking thrilled about it. Yeah?” 
 
“H-His hot boyfriend is thrilled about it too.” Ilya stuttered. “Yes. So thrilled. Yeehaw.” 
 
Shane laughed and kissed him again, fumbling with the button at Ilya’s jeans and yanking at the zipper. “Yeehaw.” 
 
*****
 
The Cabin
 
“Okay girls.” Ilya put the car in park, and undid his seatbelt so he could turn around the fix the twins with a look. “It was very nice of Coach Hollander to invite us out for dinner, yes? So what do we say?” 
 
“We s-say spasi-sibo, Coach.” Nadya piped up obediently, and Mariya nodded, “And give him the bread we brought.” 
 
“C-Cos g-good guest bring stuff for–for the host.” Nadya added. “And use good mmmmanners.” 
 
“Good manners, yes. We do not act like wild animals.” Ilya reminded them sternly. “Only good gremlins. Polite goblins.” 
 
“Polite goblins.” Mariya repeated seriously. “Da, Daddy.” 
 
“C-Coach will be happy t-to see us?” Nadya asked timidly. “Right?” 
 
“Da, konechno.” Ilya soothed her. “He was very happy we could come for dinner tonight. But we still have to behave. Just like you do at home.” 
 
“Da, Daddy.” 
 
“Da, konechno Daddy.” 
 
“Masha.” Ilya sighed at his oldest daughter. “Where did your hair tie go?”
 
“I dunno.” Mariya felt up through her curls as if the hair tie she’d discarded and flung towards the back of the car would somehow spontaneously regenerate and wrangle her hair back into the neat pony tail Ilya had secured before leaving East End. “Hiding, I guess.”
 
“Hiding. Okay.” Over seven years of parenting, Ilya had learned to pick and choose his battles, and a hair tie related showdown with Mariya while Shane was waiting for them in the cabin was not a fight or battle or war worth waging right then. He blew out a breath and nodded, “Okay. Well Coach knows you are half feral and likes you anyway, so it will be fine. But if it is in your face when you are eating?"
 
“I’ll pull it back.” She decided begrudgingly. “I will.”
 
“Spasibo.” Ilya tapped his lips twice towards them, smiling when both the girls promptly blew him two kisses back. “Okay my angels. Get your bags and let’s go.” 
 
From Lily: We are here.
 
From Jane: Oh good. Okay. Door’s unlocked. Come on in. 
 
The cabin door was unlocked, but Ilya made the girls knock anyway, directing them up the stairs and reminding them to knock quietly and only three times so they weren’t just banging at the door and screeching for their coach. 
 
But of course, 
 
“Hi to Coach!” Mariya banged at the door with both hands, shouting into the night air. “Hi to Coach! We’re here! We’re here! 
 
“C-Coach?” Nadya, bless her sweet little soul, rapped three times politely and called for Shane in a voice far too soft to carry through the solid door, “It’s N-Nadya. And sister. Annnd Daddy. We are h-here for dinner, please?” 
 
“Hi to Mayday.” Shane swung the door open and grinned down at Mayday, who pushed her wild curls out of her eyes and grinned right back up at him. “Thanks for coming for dinner.”
 
He held his hand out for Nadya, helping her over the small step up into the cabin, then bending down to return the tight hug she gave him. “Hey sweetie.” 
 
“H-Hi to Coach.” Nadya dimpled a smile up at him before stepping out of her shoes and nudging them over onto the mat with Shane’s sneakers and Mariya’s discarded flip flops. “We brought st-stuffies and books like you said.”
 
“That’s good, cos I don’t have any kid stuff out here and I didn’t want you to be bored.” Shane did have kid stuff at the cabin. He’d gone out and bought several new stuffed animals, a couple easy Lego sets and two water color paint by number kits in case the twins forgot to bring books and stuffed animals to play with after dinner, but he didn’t mention those yet. 
 
The whole point of regular dinners was to make sure being together all the time felt normal for the girls. The plan to rotate dinners between the East End house and the cabin was meant to take the novelty out of Coach hanging around so much. Nadya and Mariya had well established, long standing, daily routines, and neither Ilya nor Shane wanted the addition of Daddy’s boyfriend to confuse anything tender in the girls’ hearts or upset the balance of their stable lives. 
 
…giving the girls a whole pile of brand new toys would immediately and directly contradict the entire ‘let’s make family nights normal’ plan, so Shane didn’t mention the vintage steamer trunk he’d found at the thrift store and promptly dubbed a toy chest, and definitely didn’t mention all the new things he’d put inside the toy chest for the girls to find. 
 
“Privet, solnyshko.” Ilya made it through the door last, shutting the door and kicking out of his shoes before hooking his arm at Shane’s waist to pull him into a kiss. “How are you?” 
 
“Mmmmhi.” Shane sighed and kissed him back, his hand gentle at the side of Ilya’s face. “Better now. Were the girls excited to come out?” 
 
“Very excited, yes.” Ilya handed Shane the fragrantly fresh, fantastically crusty bread he’d made earlier that afternoon, and followed him into the kitchen, casting a quick look towards the couch where the girls were already settled in and spreading their toys and books around. “You did not get anything new for the girls? I thought you would have presents. You have become a miser, all the sudden?” 
 
“A miser.” Shane thunked the cutting board down on the counter. “Seriously with that?” 
 
“You are like Scrooge McDuck, now.” Ilya made a show of folding his arms, crossing his feet at the ankles, leaning heavy against the cabinets and countertops like the weight of Shane’s unexpected stinginess was too much to take. “Swimming in your vault of money. No coins for the children. No toys, either. Even if it is Christmas.”  
 
“It’s not Christmas, it’s a Tuesday.” Shane countered flatly. “And we talked about this, Ilya.” he snapped his fingers for the bread knife, and Ilya lifted it from the block to hand it over. “We talked about making sure this is normal for the girls. Me coming over for dinner, you guys coming over for dinner.” 
 
He sawed at the bread clumsily. “Normal, every day, usual stuff. That means no new toys or super fun things. I’m not being a Scrooge McDuck for following the rules!” 
 
“No, but you are being very boring.” Ilya couldn’t just stand there and watch Shane butcher an innocent loaf of bread, so he plucked the knife from Shane’s fingers and hip checked him out of the way to take it over. “We did talk about being normal, yes. And I want that very much. But you always spoil the girls rotten, so I thought you would cheat and buy them things anyway.” 
 
“Okay. Don’t–” Shane shot a glance at the twins, then lowered his voice. “Don’t say anything to the girls, but I did buy them stuff, okay? I saw an old steamer trunk at the thrift shop and thought it make a good toy chest so I bought it, then bought stuff to put in it cos uh,”
 
He fussed with the rice again, stirring it restlessly, “I am not above bribing the girls to make sure they like being here with me.”
 
“You bought a toy chest and filled it.” Ilya wasn’t surprised in the slightest, but he was tickled pink about it. He’d loved Shane’s idea for the girls to bring their toys and books for the night, loved Shane consistently putting that level of thought into the twins’ comfort and emotions, loved listening to his girls very seriously debate which stuffies made the cut to go in the backpack for the trip to Coach’s cabin and oh, Ilya really really loved how Shane had predictably broken his own rule and caved to buy the girls presents because it was so important to him that Nadya and Mariya were happy and comfortable and secure when they came to visit. 
 
“I also,” Shane closed his eyes briefly like he was bracing himself for Ilya’s judgment. “Bought them new pillows. Like floor pillows. For reading? The ones with the arm rests. I thought they could keep the pillows here so when they come over, we can sit and read together.” 
 
“Ah, I see.” Ilya paused in slicing the bread, angling his head so he could watch the flush fill in Shane’s face, burning under his freckles and tinting the tip of his ears. “Because reading pillows is not spoiling them. Not at all. You picked out cute ones for each girl, yes? Masha has her own and Nadyushka has her own, like the car seats. But no, not spoiling them. No.” 
 
“Stop.” Shane bit back a grin. “Leave me alone.” 
 
“No, I won’t.” Ilya returned evenly, then dug the soft interior from the crusty end piece of the bread and offered it to Shane as a peace offering, “But you could give them the pillows, I think. Is furniture, right? Not really a present.”
 
“Right. Yeah. The pillows aren’t really a present!” Shane popped the bread into his mouth then wiped his hands on a towel and turned to hurry to the bedroom and the waiting pillows.
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya snagged Shane by the wrist before he got too far, pulling him back into his arms to give him a close mouthed, but still sweetly solid kiss.
 
“That was nice.” Shane swallowed the bite of bread and touched his mouth curiously. “What was that for?”
 
“I think you know.” Ilya wiped away a sheen of saliva from Shane’s bottom lip then lingered, tracing the lift of Shane’s knowing smile. “Go get pillows.”
 
“Be right back.”
 
The pillows were a smash hit. The girls screeched about getting a present, shrieked about the distinctly different star and polka dot decorated slipcovers, squawked over discovering the reading pillows would sit up unassisted and squealed when they each settled into their pillow and could prop their arms up on the overstuffed arm rests. 
 
“Masha, Nadyushka, what do we say to Coach?” Ilya prodded when it seemed like they were going to burrow right into their pillows with their books and happily ignore the adults for the rest of the night. “Polite goblins, yes?”
 
“Spasibo, Coach!”
 
“Sp-spasibo Coach!”
 
Ilya chuckled at the girls’ unmitigated glee, then chuckled at Shane’s obvious joy over making them so happy. He moved up behind Shane at the stove and wrapped his arms around his waist, propping his chin on his shoulder. “Do I get a special present too for coming to Coach’s cabin?”
 
“I thought we decided pillows weren’t presents.” Shane shifted his weight back into Ilya’s frame, lifting the lid on the pan to stir the rice. “But also no, I didn’t get you a present or a pillow because I already know you like being here and being with me.” 
 
“I do like being here and being with you. So okay, I will use this pillow then.” Ilya palmed over the curve of Shane’s rear, then grabbed a big handful and jiggled it teasingly. “Put my face here and rest a while.”
 
“Whoa, hey! Stop that!” Shane swatted his hand away, exasperated. “None of that when the girls are around, sheesh. Make yourself useful and finish slicing the bread!”
 
“Fine fine.” Ilya pinched Shane’s ass before he moved away, and laughed ducking dodging a kitchen towel that got thrown after him. “Sorry. Okay. I will keep hands to myself. What is for dinner? It smells very good.” 
 
“Um. Pot roast.” Shane lifted the lid on the newly purchased crockpot so Ilya could see. “And wild rice pilaf. Will the girls eat that? I’ve never made it before but it was in the family recipe part of the cookbook I bought in January. Plus, you know. Crockpot. I didn’t want to have to think about it all day, this was easy. Meat and I mixed up a sauce to cook it in and I’ll add some um… cornstarch?” 
 
He shook the small container of cornstarch. “To it so all the liquid will thicken up into a gravy so–” 
 
Shane stopped. Swallowed. “I’m rambling.” 
 
“You are nervous.” Ilya’s chest tightened fond as Shane rambled about the dinner options and cookbooks and family recipes. “Stressed?” 
 
“Not…stressed.” Shane hedged with another hard swallow. “Just– I just want to make sure tonight goes good. That’s all. You’re better at this than I am. Cooking and hosting and all of it. I don’t want–” 
 
“You are their favorite person, Shanychka.” Ilya reminded him quietly, and Shane nodded, “I know. But–” 
 
“You are my favorite person, too.” Ilya kicked his foot out to tap at Shane’s toes. “So relax. Is okay. The girls are happy, dinner looks and smells very good, everything will be very fun tonight.” 
 
“You think so?” Shane’s voice dipped skeptical. “Because I don’t even have dessert. I should have asked you to bring dessert, but I–” 
 
“Hey.” Ilya moved forward to hug him, looping his arms at Shane’s broad shoulders before smoothing his hands down Shane’s back to hold his waist. He pressed a kiss to Shane’s temple, then to his cheek, and when Shane dropped his head to hide in his shoulder, Ilya kissed the top of his head too. “I promise. Is okay. It will only be better if you can relax and have fun with us, yes?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane let out a slow breath and folded tighter into Ilya’s chest. He slid his fingers up to Ilya's necklace and when Ilya hummed wordless encouraging permission into his ear, hooked in to the delicate chain to hold it for a moment as he gathered himself again. “Thank you.” 
 
“Vyso v poryadke.” Ilya murmured. “Is okay.” 
 
“Coach?” Mariya wandered into the kitchen ready for something to drink, but she paused when she saw them hugging, tilting her head and scrunching her nose curiously. “V chyom delo?” 
 
“Yeah, Mayday. I’m fine.” Shane cleared his throat and pulled back, holding onto Ilya’s necklace until the last possible second, then smoothing it against his chest as he stepped away. “What’s going on?” 
 
“You speak Russian?” Her little nose scrunched up even further, and Shane booped it with his index finger, “No, but I’ve heard your Dad say it enough to you guys to know you’re asking what’s the matter. Nothing’s the matter. Everything’s okay.” 
 
“Kay.” She didn’t really care if Shane spoke Russian or not, her mind already moving on to more pressing matters. “I want juice, please?” 
 
“Nyet, Masha.” Ilya wondered in a burst of affection and a small jolt of panic just how much Russian Shane had picked up from listening to he and the girls chatter, but set the question aside so he could correct her, “No juice.” 
 
“Oh no, I bought some.” Shane misunderstood the pointed look Ilya gave the seven year old, and rummaged in the fridge to find the three different types of juice he’d bought for their dinner, then opened the nearby cupboard and grabbed two of the kid friendly, kid proof cups. “And I have these, remember? It’s fine.” 
 
“We have to drink water before we have juice or soda with dinner.” Ilya raised his eyebrows towards Mariya, “We know those rules. Every day is the same.” 
 
“At home.” She raised her eyebrows right back at her Dad. “This is Coach’s cabin.” 
 
“Same rules, kiddo.” Shane jumped back into the conversation once he realized where it was going. Ilya was a fairly permissive parent, but his strictest rules revolving around public behavior and mealtime manners, and if Shane was going to be a normal, every day, familiar part of their lives, the important rules had to be the same no matter the location. 
 
He met Ilya’s gaze checking in, then told her cheerfully but firmly, “Dinner rules at home are the same dinner rules for the cabin. That means water first, then juice. Okay?” 
 
“Hm.” Mariya twisted a piece of hair around her finger, looking between her Dad and her Coach for a minute as if she were double checking if they were both serious about it. “Okay. Can I have water, please?” 
 
“Of course.” Shane scooped some ice into the shatterproof glass and filled it halfway with cold water. “Here you go.” 
 
Um.” Mariya hesitated a split second before taking the glass with a slow nod. “Spasibo, Coach.” 
 
“Wait.” Shane clocked the hesitation, clocked the flicker of uncertainty in her pretty eyes. “Wait, is something wrong with the water?” 
 
Another split second hesitation. “No. Spasibo.” 
 
“Masha.” Ilya intervened, prompting her to, “Be honest when someone asks questions. Is okay to want different things, Coach does not mind just like me and Mama do not mind.” 
 
“What don’t I mind?” Shane frowned at Ilya, then wiped the expression away so he could crouch down in front of Mariya with an encouraging smile. “What is it, kiddo? What do you need?” 
 
“Can I,” She fidgeted with the hem of her oversized sweater. “Can I have a water bottle? Not a cup. And no ice.” 
 
“Oh.” It hurt Shane right to his heart to see that beautiful bold Mayday bravado slip, hurt him a little deeper familiar to recognize the glimmer of uncertainty linked to one of her fussy things, one of her picky things, one of the little ways she was a bit different from her sister. Shane had always hesitated to ask for things too, he’d learned to be quiet and make do, learned to hush his pickiness so he wasn’t annoying, and right up until recently– right up until Ilya– Shane had made his peace with just dealing with it. 
 
But Ilya never hushed Shane and he certainly didn’t hush Mariya, and Shane wasn’t about to either. 
 
“Here, sweetheart.” Shane got her a water bottle right away, cracking the lid so she didn’t struggle, and smiling a little wobbly when she brightened right back up in visible relief. “Next time I’ll remember, okay?” 
 
“Spasibo, Coach!” 
 
Mariya ran to the living room to burrow back into her pillow and her book, and Ilya watched closely as Shane turned back to the stove and stirred the slowly thickening gravy. 
 
“What are you thinking?” he asked after a minute, and Shane shook his head, “I didn’t know about the water bottle thing.” 
 
“Well, is not a big thing.” Ilya piled the sliced bread in a bowl and took the cutting board and knife to the sink to wash. “Not like how she needs food separated and cannot eat things that are weird on her tongue like runny eggs or jello. Masha will drink from a cup if there are no other options and it does not make her sad or upset her tummy too much to finish her food. But even at restaurants, she asks for cups with lids. I think maybe she is anxious about knocking her cups over, so a lid and straw or bottle makes it easier.” 
 
“That’s why you always have water bottles around. Juice bottles too.” Shane left the gravy to simmer and set out a big tray so he could lift the roast from the crockpot and let it rest before slicing. “Easier for Mariya, but it keeps the mess to a minimum for both girls.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya shrugged off the accommodation for Mariya’s anxiety like he shrugged off Shane’s need to dismantle sandwiches and burgers so he could eat it with silverware. “So I keep a case of bottled water in the car for after practice, at the bakery when the oven is hot, plenty of water and juice bottles at home. No problem.” 
 
“Cos you don’t mind handling that sort of thing.” Shane said softly, and Ilya shook his head, “Of course not.” 
 
“Right.” I love you. “Of course not.” 
 
Ilya helped dish dinner up, filling Mariya’s plate first so Shane could see and learn and remember it all. Shane knew about the dipping bowl for the gravy, but nodded when Ilya cubed the ultra tender pot roast as best he could, and crossed out celery on the wild rice pilaf recipe when Ilya took the pieces out of both girls rice because Mariya would shriek about the fibers getting stuck in her teeth while Nadya just plain hated it. Nadya’s pot roast was shredded, piled on on top of the rice and drowned in gravy, and Mariya’s bread needed the crusts off because the loud crunch and resulting crumbs made her cringe, while Nadya enjoyed tearing through the crust and into the soft middle with a voraciousness that bordered on dinosaur-like. 
 
“Okay, okay I got it.” Shane set the two plates on the small dining table along with a glass of iced water for Nadya. “I’ll remember for next time.” 
 
“Is not the end of the world if you don’t.” Ilya reminded him patiently. “I've had seven years to learn all this.” 
 
“No, I know. But.” Shane watched anxiously as the girls took a bite of their food, holding his breath until Mariya “Hmmmd!” at the taste and Nadya started shoveling it into her mouth because she was starving and it was delicious. “I just wanna make sure I do it right.” 
 
“I know is hard to believe.” Ilya carried his and Shane’s plate to the living room, hooking his foot at the sofa table and dragging it closer to the couch while Shane brought drinks and napkins. “But people like you even if you are not exactly perfect at things the first time.” 
 
“Eh, sounds like a lie.” Shane countered and Ilya dragged him down onto the couch by his belt loops, then planted a loud kiss on his lips. 
 
“Thank you for inviting us for dinner, Shanychka.” 
 
“Thanks for coming out.” Shane settled deeper into the couch with his knee firmly wedged against Ilya’s leg, looked over at the girls chattering away in the kitchen, then glanced at the reading pillows and scattered toys by the windows. “This is good. This is… good.” 
 
The evening was good. Cozy and comfortable and easy. Mariya and Nadya cleaned their plates and were adorably polite asking for juice after finishing their water. Ilya cleared his and Shane’s plates and the little table while Shane pointed the twins towards the second, smaller bathroom to wash their hands. Once the girls were firmly re-snuggled into their new pillows with their books, Shane got to work scrubbing everything in the sink and Ilya filled the dishwasher, rolling his eyes at Shane’s rather strident insistence that the plates be turned a specific way, but ultimately listening and doing it right because arguing over dishwasher-filling protocol was not worth jeopardizing a good night kiss. 
 
“Here, I will dry.” Ilya snagged a fresh kitchen towel and scooted around Shane to dry the few pans that hadn’t fit in the washer. He bent down to put a lid away and took the chance to grip Shane’s waist as he stood. Put the silverware away piece by individual piece so he had plenty of opportunities to brush his chest at Shane’s back and drop little kisses on Shane’s shoulder. 
 
“Are you really going to put the forks away one at a time?” Shane huffed when yet another round-about excursion from the sink to the silverware drawer allowed Ilya to palm over his butt. “We’ll be here all night at this rate.” 
 
“Mm, there are worse things, I think.” Ilya budged up behind him, nuzzling a kiss at his ear. “Then being here all night with you.” 
 
“Worse things, definitely.” Shane relented with a small smile, turning his head into another kiss so Ilya’s lips landed at his cheek. His eyes fell closed when Ilya’s big hands settled at his waist then slid round to dip under his shirt and spread across his stomach, and he sighed soft soft and satisfied when Ilya plastered a half inch closer to him, fitting in solid and hot from shoulders down to feet. “This is nice.” 
 
Nice wasn’t anywhere near a big enough word for how good it felt for Ilya to be wrapped around Shane holding him close, swaying a little in the kitchen after sharing dinner together, the girls chattering and laughing in the background, no one hiding or hurting or uncertain or unsteady.
 
Nice wasn’t a big enough word for that. Boyfriends wasn’t a big enough word either. Ilya rubbed his forehead into Shane’s shoulder and thought, huh, thought, oh, thought maybe he needed to do something about a bigger word than boyfriends sooner rather than later. 
 
Not right then. 
 
But sooner. 
 
“Okay, so I got calendars.” They went back to the living room after clean up was done and the kitchen was wiped down. Ilya dropped into the corner of the couch with his arm extended along the top hopeful and ready for some more cuddles, but Shane bustled out from the bedroom with his arms full of markers, highlighters and a set of calendars and Ilya sat forward with a resigned but willing sigh as Shane spread everything out on the sofa table. 
 
“Here.” Shane had a set of markers and highlighters for Ilya, and he handed him one of the identical month calendars. “Okay. So it’ll probably be easiest to do this day by day, right? I’ll tell you what I have going on Wednesday, then you tell me about the girls schedule and we can fill it all in together so it all matches?” 
 
“Look at you.” Ilya’s eyebrows rose over when Shane added sticker sheets to the pile. “Mr. Boyscout. Mr. Always Prepared for Art Emergencies. Did you buy out art store? Is there a record for how many color highlighters you can have, because you win.” 
 
“You know what, you are actually the last person who should be making fun of me for being always prepared.” Shane very pointedly curled his fingers into the couch cushion where he’d stashed the lube and condoms from before and tugged it up a few inches so Ilya caught the motion. The lube and condoms weren’t there anymore of course, Shane had moved it all to his bedroom when he was getting everything ready for the twins to come over, but the emphasis and meaning and glint in his dark eyes was crystal clear. “Maybe you shut the hell up about it, huh?” 
 
“No no, you misunderstand. English is hard. I meant to say you being extra prepared is my very favorite thing.” Effectively chastised, Ilya changed his tone immediately. “Look at all these markers! So pretty. And stickers! I love it. I love it. Let’s get to work. I am very excited about being very organized. Good stuff.” 
 
“English is hard, huh?” Shane pinched the bridge of his nose in abject annoyance. “Jesus Christ. You are the worst. I should keep the girls and kick you out.” 
 
“No, I will behave.” Ilya smooched the grumpiness right off Shane’s lips, and opened his phone to his calendar. “Mondays and Thursdays are still practice at least until middle of May, yes?” 
 
“Yeah, Monday practices are purple, Thursday practices are teal.” Mollified by the sweet kiss, Shane handed Ilya the appropriate markers. “Purple means instruction, teal means application. Monday practices are about learning, Thursdays are about polishing.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya painstakingly filled in the Monday and Thursday boxes with the designated colors, then peeled a hockey skate sticker off one of the sheets and stuck it on the calendar as well. “What else?” 
 
Practice was Monday and Thursday, purple and teal. Shane’s therapy with Dr. Soule had recently moved to every other Tuesday, and was highlighted blue. The bakery was closed on Mondays, but Shane’s spot at the bake table was always open and the apartment upstairs was easy to unlock, so bakery closed was highlighted in a shade of pink that Shane clocked as the color of peonies Ilya had brought for their very first cabin sleepover and Ilya decided was the same color as Shane’s lips. 
 
Wednesdays were reserved for breakfast at Jacob’s Place and Ilya laughed until he snorted when he saw the pancake stickers Shane had picked out for it. Fridays was trivia, highlighted with gold for the trophy Shane was determined to win. School start and end times were written in tiny print on apple stickers so Shane would know what time to leave if he needed or wanted to pick the girls up.
 
“Dentist appointment.” Ilya tapped one of the Monday squares, and Shane filled it in red. 
 
“Gym on Wednesday and Friday and sometimes Sunday.” Shane instructed, and Ilya highlighted it green. 
 
“Early dismissal at school.” 
 
“I’m supposed to help Rachel clean out the storage closets.” 
 
“We will be gone this whole time for the girls’ birthday trip, from Wednesday through Sunday.” 
 
“I might be in Ottawa, right here. Got a real estate thing to look at.” 
 
“Therapy, on this day.” Ilya wrote in the time for his therapy appointment and highlighted it blue. Shane did the same, then slowly capped his highlighter and asked quietly, “Therapy?” 
 
“This time of year is hard for me.” Ilya picked up the stickers and decorated the five days set aside for the twins’ eighth birthday extravaganza with stars and confetti and cupcakes, methodically peeling and placing each small sticker. “The girls saved my life, yes, but first they almost broke me. I almost lost Sveta because of the traumatic birth. My Papa passed a few weeks after. So, therapy. Just to make sure my head and heart is okay.” 
 
“Right.” Shane set his hand at Ilya’s leg, steady and understanding. “I get it. Just um– just one day? One session?"
 
“I plan for one day, but add more if I need.” he tossed the stickers away. “I schedule again before Russia. Sometimes during and after Russia. Sometimes at Christmas.” 
 
“Well, if you need help with the girls,” Shane started to offer, tried to help. “Or dinner that night. Or maybe– I mean, you were there for me in January when I was all messed up and you were there on the anniversary of my retirement, so if you need–” 
 
“I know.” Ilya picked up his hand and kissed his knuckles, then turned it over and kissed the center of Shane’s palm. “Thank you.” 
 
“You’ll tell me.” Shane leaned forward to find his eyes, unwilling to let it go until he made sure, “You’ll tell me or ask if you need help, right? Right?” 
 
“I will try.” Asking for help, admitting he needed help, fuck just setting the therapy appointment in case he needed help was goddamn difficult, but Ilya nodded and promised, “I will try to tell you or ask you, yes.” 
 
“Okay.” Trying was enough for right then. Making sure Ilya knew he was there and sticking around and not going to be scared off by a bad day was enough for right then. Shane let it go, picked up another marker and decided, “What nights are we going to dinner at your house?” 
 
By the time the April calendar was all the way filled out and a May calendar was filled out with as much information as they could manage, every highlighter color had been used. Stickers had been liberally applied for every possible reason including a heart sticker stuck to Ilya’s chin and a star sticker set carefully over one of Shane’s freckles. Ilya shook his hand out dramatically as if it were cramping from so much writing, and the ultra colorful, ultra detailed calendars were full to bursting. 
 
“This is really unromantic, isn’t it?” Shane realized as they collected the markers, highlighters and sticker trash. “Scheduling out our days and times to make sure we see each other?” 
 
His brow furrowed, shoulders hunching in a self conscious twinge. “This is supposed to be family dinner, but we had to work out a calendar so we can grow a real relationship without failing at it? That’s super unromantic, fuck.” 
 
“No.” Ilya folded his calendars carefully, sliding them into an oversized manila envelope so they would survive the trip back to East End without a spill or wrinkle or tear. “No, this is very romantic.” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane shook his head. “You don’t have to–” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya opened his calendar app on his phone again, scrolling back weeks and months to show Shane the lack of information most weeks, the sparse entries, the grey and black and white print. Then he tapped Shane’s wall calendar with the bright colors, the days full of important information like practices and appointments, but also things like the girls school schedule and bakery closed days, family dinners and skating times. “I think it is very romantic to have a family calendar that is so full, we ran out of room some days. And I think it is very romantic,” 
 
He traced Shane’s name on the calendar, Shane’s appointments, his trivia nights, his gym schedule, the nights he’d come to East End and the nights he wanted them at the cabin. 
 
“Is very romantic,” he tried again, his deep voice gone a little hoarse. “To have a full family calendar with your name all over it. Okay?” 
 
“Holy shit.” Shane’s eyes shimmered damp for a few blinks. “Yeah. Okay. Come here. C’mere, I gotta kiss you for that.” 
 
Shane pulled him into a kiss, first framing Ilya’s face with his hands, then sliding up to tug at the loose curls, nudging Ilya a little bit sideways to lengthen the kiss and notching in tighter, standing up on his toes so he had leverage to press it deeper, gripping at Ilya’s shoulders and dragging his fingers down his back and inhaling the needy noise Ilya made before—
 
“Coach and Daddy, sittin’ in a tree!” A gleefully obnoxious little voice interrupted the moment, and Shane yanked away with his eyes wide because he’d very nearly gotten carried away when the girls were sitting right there. 
 
“I completely forgot they were here.” he hissed in a panicked whisper, and Ilya smiled half resigned, half apologetic, “Don’t worry, you cannot forget them for long. Goblin behavior demands attention at least once every fifteen minutes. You should have kissed me earlier.” 
 
“Oh my god.” 
 
K-I-S-S–!” Mariya’s singing faltered as she paused to think about her spelling. “Um. Something… something… G? Whatever. Can I have more juice?” 
 
“You know, Mayday.” Shane tugged at Ilya’s shirt once, twice, but stepped away to hold his hand out for the precocious girl. “You’ll never win the spelling contest if you gotta say ‘something’ instead of a letter.” 
 
“I will too!” Mayday scrambled up from her pillow to run over and take his hand, dancing along beside Shane as he went to find the juice and refill a little bit into her water bottle. “I will win it!” 
 
“Pretty sure you won’t.” Shane clicked his tongue playfully down at her. “Something isn’t a real letter and the judges won’t count it.” 
 
“No, I will win!” she argued stubbornly. “I know so many words! Ask me words, I can spell them!” 
 
While Shane and Mariya were debating whether or not her ability to spell kissing would translate into her potentially losing the second grade spelling bee to Chris of all people, Nadya left her reading pillow to stand by Ilya and look up at Shane’s beautifully tidy, multicolored calendar. 
 
“D-Daddy?” 
 
“Nadyushka.” Ilya scooped her up into his arms, balancing her on his hip. “Did you finish your book?” 
 
“Mmhmm.” She nodded, then pointed at the calendar. “W-will Coach be–be lonely?” 
 
“When?” Ilya looked down at her in surprise, and Nadya leaned forward in his arms to put her little finger on the five days marked birthday. “Oh, for your birthday trip?” 
 
“Da. He w-w-will be lonely.” Her little features creased in distress. “We w-will be gone.” 
 
“Well.” Ilya pretended to think about it for a minute. “Maybe Coach can come along with us on your birthday trip. What do you think about that?” 
 
“Oh!” She lit up again, green eyes sparkling in excitement. “Y-yes! Then he won-won’t be lonely!” 
 
“Go ask and see.” Ilya set her down carefully, folding his arms and grinning as she ran towards the kitchen. “Be polite, Nadyushka!” 
 
“C-Coach. Coach.” Nadya pushed past Mariya, and when her sister tried to argue that they were spelling, Nadya clapped a hand right over Mariya’s mouth to hush her. “Coach! Do yyyou want to c-come with us? For our birthday!” 
 
“Yes!” Mariya smacked Nadya’s hand away and was immediately on board with the idea. “Yes! Come with us on our birthday trip! We get so many snacks!” 
 
“And D-Daddy lets us st-stop anywhere to see fun things!” 
 
“And we go to Boston with Mama and go to parks and museums and eat fancy food!” 
 
“An-nd Mama buys us cl-clothes. Pr-princess clothes!” 
 
“We get our nails done!” 
 
“And h-hair! Hair too!” 
 
“Please come! Please come!” 
 
“Th-then you won’t be lonely.” Nadya tucked her hand into Shane’s and blinked earnestly up at him. “N-not lonely c-cos you’ll be with us.” 
 
“Uh.” Shane glanced at Ilya over their heads. “Well–” 
 
“You have to bring presents though.” Mariya added hastily. “It’s polite to bring presents to a birthday.” 
 
“I would like to go on your birthday trip, because I would be lonely without you.” Shane squeezed Nadya’s fingers gently, then assured Mariya, “And I’ll bring presents. Or buy presents. Something.” 
 
“Yay!” 
 
“H-he said yes, D-daddy!” 
 
“Good.” Ilya smiled over at Shane, at his girls chattering at some insane speed and pulling on Shane’s hands as they told him all the fun things they were sure to do, at the beautiful domesticity of the whole scene. “I am glad to hear it.” 
 
Dinner at Coach’s cabin had to be done by seven-thirty so bedtime routines and nighttime reading could all happen on schedule, and to the girls’ credit, they only grumbled a little bit upon realizing their new reading pillows couldn’t go home with them to East End. 
 
“The pillows will be here next time you come over.” Shane promised as he hugged Nadya good-bye and helped her into the backseat of the car to get buckled in. He hefted Mariya into her seat and patted her knee, “Don’t worry. I remember which pillow is yours, no one’s going to take it.” 
 
“Say bye to Coach.” Ilya instructed as he turned the car on and switched the music to their playlist. “And sit here quietly for a minute so I can go get my coat and say good-bye to Coach too.” 
 
“Bye to Coach!” 
 
“P-Poka, Coach!” 
 
Ilya shut the door, then jogged back up the cabin steps, grabbing his coat off the hook in the entry way and shutting the door a little bit so prying eyes wouldn’t spy on them, “I can kiss you good-bye?” 
 
“You better.” Shane laughed and snuggled in for a kiss, groaning appreciatively when Ilya held him tight and kissed him long. “Fuck, Ilya.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya ran his hands over Shane’s hips and around to his butt longingly. “You could come with us?” 
 
“No sleepovers on school nights, remember?” Shane hooked his fingers in Ilya’s necklace and curled in to tuck his face at Ilya’s neck, nosing over his collarbone. “You made that rule.” 
 
“That was yesterday.” Ilya shook his head. “That was before. I was stupid back then. Forget what I said and come home with us tonight.” 
 
“I’ll see you at the bakery tomorrow.” Shane very much wanted to go to the East End house and spend the night, hell he was tempted to put the girls up in his spare bedroom and have everyone spend the night at the cabin. But, “You’re still having Bekah’s mom grab the kids from school so you can stay late and get all the bread done for that big sandwich order, right? I’ll come by and help.” 
 
“Yes, that’s the plan.” Ilya bumped the back of his knuckles at Shane’s cheek teasingly, “But is not fair, you know. You bring me to your cabin and seduce me with traditional dinner and coordinated calendars, then kick me out? Not fair.” 
 
“That’s all it takes to seduce you, huh?” Shane chased Ilya’s hand, turning into the touch and smiling when Ilya brushed over his cheek and then down against his mouth. “Traditional family dinners and coordinated calendars? Boring.” 
 
“Yes, is just as boring as folding clothes before sex.” Ilya shivered under the plush pressure of Shane’s lips at his fingertips. “Gets me every time.” 
 
“I’ll keep that in mind.” Shane lifted his chin for one more kiss. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
“Tomorrow.” Ilya kissed him twice, always two. “Goodnight, dorogoy.” 
 
****
 
From Lily: I realized it would be easier to seduce you into spontaneous sleep overs if you had clothes toiletries etc already over here.
 
From Jane: Ilya, it was YOUR IDEA to not do sleepovers on school nights.
 
From Lily: No, I know. This is for the weekends maybe, and for days off school and for summer. 
 
From Jane: Okay?
 
The accompanying picture messages were of two cleared out drawers in Ilya’s dresser. Ilya’s clothes rearranged in the closet so there was a significant amount of available space, extra hangers, a few empty cubbies. The medicine cupboard in the bathroom with an open, empty shelf. The coat closet in the front hall with all the outerwear pushed to one side so a few more coats–Shane’s coats– would fit. 
 
From Lily: The next time you are home, bring things to put here, yes? There is plenty of room.
 
From Jane: I love you
 
From Jane: Mr. Rozanov, are you trying to seduce me with pictures of empty drawers?
 
From Lily: Absolutely I am. Is it working? Do you want to get your hands all in MY drawers, Coach Hollander? 
 
From Jane: Well, it was working till that last dorky line.
 
From Lily: Damn.
 
From Jane: Congratulations, you played yourself.
 
*****
 
Mariya and Nadya Vetrova-Rozanova were born Sunday, April 23, 2017, Mariya first and her little sister following a few moments later. They were early and they were tiny, too tiny to go home right away so they lived their first few weeks of life in the NICU while their Mama spent the same few weeks in a hospital bed of her own trying to recover from the unexpectedly traumatic birth. 
 
Ilya spent the first few weeks of his daughter’s lives in the hospital as well, splitting his time between sitting at Svetlana’s bedside and begging her to stay strong, and holding the twins at every opportunity, learning to change preemie sized diapers and swaddle bitty bodies and cuddling them over his heart, whispering promises to get help, to get better, and to never ever leave them. 
 
Despite the shaky start and scary weeks, the twins flourished. Svetlana came home. Ilya made good on his promise to get help and get better with therapy, and the four of them pieced together a family in the aftermath of Grigori’s funeral and the uncertainty of whatever came next. 
 
The Tuesday before Mariya and Nadya turned eight years old, Ilya Facetimed Svetlana while he made dinner and let her cry to him for a few minutes because sometimes the memory of those early days bubbled up scary and grief stricken and heartbreaking, and sometimes the difference between that time in their life and how good things were every single day bubbled up relieving and redeeming and joyful, and all she could do was cry about it. 
 
“You are okay?” Ilya asked after she had been quiet a few moments, and Svetlana sniffed, then  agreed, “Yes. I’m fine. I think I’m just extra emotional this year.” 
 
“Is okay.” Ilya had gone to therapy on Thursday. Had scheduled and attended another session earlier that morning. Some years he made it through without spiraling over the what ifs and could have beens, other years he didn’t and that was fine. “This year feels big, I think. Eight is a big age, like they are no longer babies.” 
 
“I signed us up for that same pottery class we always do for their birthday, and I had to put them in a different age group and it almost killed me.” She sighed. “What do you mean my babies aren’t five anymore?” 
 
“Hm, just wait until first day of school when they have to go up the stairs to the bigger classrooms for third grade.” Ilya set a pound of butter on the counter to start softening towards room temperature for some frosting. “I am sure their little legs are too small to climb so many stairs.” 
 
“The girls climb stairs to their room every single night.” Svetlana pointed out with a sniffly laugh and Ilya groaned theatrically, “Yes, but their little legs are too small to climb school stairs! There is a difference, Sveta!” 
 
“God, I know.” She laughed again. “I am very excited to see you this week though. And the girls are so excited for Coach to come along. This is a big deal for the two of you, traveling together for the first time? And traveling together with the girls in the backseat? You will either hate each other or be married by the end of the road trip, hm?” 
 
“Is barely a road trip.” Ilya muffled the phone against his chest as he went to the bottom of the stairs and whistled for the girls to wash up for dinner, then put it on speaker and propped it on the counter to keep cooking. “Only one overnighter. I do not think that is enough time for anything drastic to happen.” 
 
“Have you met our girls?” Sveta asked bluntly. “They are the drastic thing that will happen. Also, you are a drama queen. I actually think I’m worried for your Jane. Being trapped in a car with you in your drama queen era and two over-sugared, over stimulated, birthday crazed girls? I pity the fool.” 
 
“Okay, Mr. T. Your opinion is noted.” Ilya pulled the ingredients for cupcakes out of his baking cupboard and lined them up, then pulled dinner out of the oven and changed the temperature to a level more cupcake appropriate. “It will be fine.” 
 
“Are you nervous?” she prodded carefully. “This is a big first time thing for you two.” 
 
“I am not nervous.” Ilya wasn’t very nervous. Not super nervous. He knew it would be fun and knew Shane would be a good sport even if it wasn’t very much fun, but he wasn’t overly nervous. Just… “But is important to me that it goes good. For the girls, for Shane, for you. The roadtrip is not as important as getting to Boston and being with you. All five of us together.” 
 
“I adore your Jane.” Svetlana reminded him firmly. “We are on very good terms, you don’t have to be nervous about it." 
 
“I know.” Ilya knew, but knowing didn’t erase years of heartache on all sides, months of miscommunication and misunderstandings, long buried hurts and only recently verbalized and soothed insecurities. “But it is one thing to say everything is okay. Another thing to be together for a big event as a family for the first time trying to figure out how everyone will fit and ah– mesh.” 
 
“Of course it is.” Svetlana wasn’t worried in the slightest, but she wasn’t the one trying to build a future with a long ago first love while wading through a decade of distance and the addition of an ex wife and two children. “Just relax, my love. You’ll see. This weekend will have lots of firsts for everyone, but the next time will be easier, and everything after that will be easier, and one day we’ll look up and realize we all figured it out together and it’s beautiful. Just like you and I and the girls did the first time, right? And that was much scarier than inviting someone who bought our girls custom booster seats and specific dishes and color coordinated reading pillows along for a birthday weekend.” 
 
“Da. You’re right.” Ilya conceded, and Sveta tsked at him, “I know I’m right, you don’t need to tell me.” 
 
“And so humble and polite about it.” He retorted. “Like the most pious of nuns.” 
 
“Well, you worry like an old woman, so whatever.” She laughed over his gasped outrage. “Stop. Stop. I do not have time to fuss at you, but I do have time to talk to my almost birthday babies before dinner. Put them on for a few minutes.” 
 
“Masha! Nadyushka! Hurry and come talk to Mama!” Ilya tapped his lips twice at the screen. “Ya tebya lyublyu. I will text in the morning when we leave, yes?” 
 
“Thank you. Love you!” 
 
Ilya handed the phone off to the twins as they came racing into the kitchen, and started plating dinner while they chatted with Sveta, smiling when they switched to speaking Russian with her, their little voices scratching higher and higher as she told them all about their birthday weekend plans. 
 
A trip for the girls birthday had been the tradition starting the year they left Russia. The girls had been too young to care, but the guarantee of a slow few days with no real itinerary or urgency was a relief for stressed out parents trying to juggle immigration and citizenship and all the unexpected curveballs life had thrown their way. Once the twins were old enough to have opinions, the birthday trip had morphed into a road trip full of snacks and fun books, stopping at any pretty place and every single tourist trap. After Svetlana moved to Boston, the road trip turned into a trip and a weekend with Mama. Ilya drove the girls to the city and Sveta got tickets to museums and Mommy-and-Me art classes, to theme parks and the beauty salon. 
 
The girls were spoiled with experiences, with family time with of course a few small presents and an overly elaborate cake Ilya would whip up in Sveta’s kitchen while she and the girls were at the salon and out buying new dresses. They celebrated being a family, being together, and though the girls were still too young to understand how important it was that after everything, Mama and Daddy were happy and healthy and best friends, they celebrated that too. 
 
This year would be different. This year, Shane was coming along. They were leaving very early Wednesday morning, so he was coming to spend the night. He’d be taking up the front seat in the car, be part of all the pictures at all the little touristy stops, sleeping at the hotel when they stopped for the night after a day of driving. He’d be there at Sveta’s house, there to open presents with the girls, there for the very special birthday goodnights the twins got every single year. 
 
…this year would be different for other reasons too, but thinking too much about those reasons made Ilya’s stomach twist and his throat close up anxious, so he stopped thinking about the significance of taking a family trip, stopped worrying about the looming Russia conversation and stopped obsessing over the plain white envelope tucked into the front pocket of his road-trip bag. He focused on dinner, on mixing up the batter for a batch of road-trip birthday cupcakes, and waited for the girls to finish talking with their Mama so they could eat. 
 
It was going to be fine. The girls would have a great birthday weekend just like always, he and Shane would have a much needed conversation and then they’d get to Boston and they would–
 
–he and Shane would– 
 
Focus. Ilya stepped back from the counter and tipped his head back, closing his eyes and shaking out his hands. He needed to focus. One thing at a time. Dinner. Cupcakes. Shane spending the night. 
 
Okay. Okay okay okay. 
 
“Ilya? Girls?” Shane let himself into the East End house at close to eight o’clock that night. “It’s just me!” 
 
He stepped out of his shoes and tossed his keys in the basket on the little entryway table, then twisted around to peer out the window frowning at the strange car parked in Ilya’s driveway. He was already bummed about being late for the evening, Dr. Soule had rescheduled an hour later than usual and his clothes hadn’t dried on the first cycle so he hadn’t been able to pack right away, he’d stopped at the store for a few last minute things and the internet had glitched so the self checkouts went down…
 
Shane was frustrated over being late, but getting to the house to see an extra car in the driveway had dialed the frustration right up towards frazzled and fuck he didn’t like it. 
 
“Ilya?” Shane followed the low growl of a vacuum cleaner down the hall to the living room, coming around the corner just as Ilya was turning the vacuum off and putting it away. “Hey, I made it.” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya looked up with a wide smile, and shoved the vacuum away into the closet. “There you are, you are late.” He checked the time on his phone and frowned, “Very late. Ty v poryadke? You are okay?” 
 
“Yeah, I’m fine. It just– oh.” Shane dropped his bag and put both arms at Ilya’s shoulders when Ilya hurried around the couch and pulled him into a kiss. “Um, I– wait– fuck–” 
 
He lost his words when Ilya grabbed for his waist and squeezed, gripped at his ass and yanked. Ilya dragged Shane into his body and back him towards the wall at the same time, their feet knocking and steps clumsy because Shane couldn’t see where they were going and Ilya wasn’t feeling particularly inclined to break the kiss long enough to steer. 
 
They found the wall with a thud, Shane’s butt hit first and Ilya cradled the back of his head protective so he didn’t dent it into the drywall. Shane opened his mouth to mumble something grateful for the headache protection, but Ilya saw his opportunity and seized it, shoved his tongue right past Shane’s lips and licked the attempted thank you right off his teeth. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane sagged against the wall when his knees went weak and Ilya moaned into the kiss when he felt it. He dug his fingers tighter into Shane’s hip, holding him up and holding him in place so he could tear away from Shane’s mouth and go to his throat, mouthing and sucking over his pulse and digging his teeth in groaning over the thrum of Shane’s pulse. 
 
“F-Fuck.” Shane’s head lolled back loose, his eyes closing and hands fluttering overwhelmed at Ilya’s back, fingers clutching at his shirt. “Fuck. I– I missed–” 
 
“Da, moya lyubov’.” Ilya rumbled into his ear, fitting his leg between Shane’s knees and pressing forward just enough to be purposeful before withdrawing a little. “I missed you too. I am glad you are here to spend the night tonight.” 
 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane tried to laugh, but it came out a thready, shivery moan. “Fuck. Uh yeah. Me too. Super glad to be here. Hi.” 
 
“Hi.” Ilya knew his smile was dopey and sappy and silly, he knew it was. But Shane was smiling dopey and sappy and silly right back at him, so it was fine. It was fucking perfect. “You are sure you’re okay? Why were you late?” 
 
“Therapy got rescheduled.” Shane hummed under his breath as he lifted Ilya’s shirt, sliding his hand under to get to warm skin and tracing the familiar bump of moles at Ilya’s side. “Dryer didn’t dry right. Store took forever. Nothing major.” 
 
“Okay. Good.” Ilya leaned forward into Shane’s hands, resting their foreheads together and smiling dopey all over again when Shane’s fingers flexed at his side like he needed him even closer. “I was going to call if you weren’t here soon. Make sure you hadn’t changed your mind.”
 
“Definitely not, definitely didn’t change my mind.” It was hard to remember just why he’d been so irritated by the strange car in the driveway when Ilya was looming over him, pressed against him, notched into him like they fucking fit every which way, and Shane’s question came out with far less ire than it would have a few minutes previous. “But hey, whose car is that? The car in the driveway, who is that?” 
 
“Is a rental car.” Ilya bumped their noses and stole a tiny, dotted kiss. “We take one every year. It saves miles on my car, has extra room for the girls and luggage, and I drop it off at the Boston airport on Sunday morning then fly back. Alicia picks us up from the airport and brings us home. Easy.”
 
“I didn’t know we were flying back on Sunday.” Shane frowned and Ilya kissed it away, “I got you a ticket, don’t worry. Is easier this way. Slow, easy drive to Boston but then a quick return. The girls are tired, we will be tired, it’s easier.”
 
“Okay.” Shane usually planned trips from start to finish and every single mile in between, but he stayed quiet and nodded, trusting Ilya and willing to go along with it all because he was the newcomer to the family tradition and he wanted to be there, unexpected trip changes or not. “Okay, that sounds good.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya gave him one more kiss, then let him up from the wall. “Have you seen the girls yet?” 
 
“No.” Shane picked his bag up again. “Not yet. Came to find you first.” 
 
“They are upstairs in the goblin kingdom, I banished them there so they did not lurk in the kitchen while I made birthday cupcakes.” Ilya smiled over Shane finding him first, then hollered up the stairs, “Masha! Nadyushka! Coach is here!” 
 
Mariya stuck her head out the upstairs door and bellowed, “Hi to Coach!” and Nadya called the same from further back in their big room. 
 
“What are they doing up there?” 
 
“Trying to decide which stuffie will come in the car for the road trip.” Ilya informed him. “Is a very serious contest. I think there is a gladiator arena made of building blocks and President Barbie deciding who wins and who dies.” 
 
“That tracks, yeah.” Shane wasn’t surprised in the least. “I’m gonna go put my stuff in the room. I brought a couple gifts for the girls…?” 
 
He let the question trail off, and Ilya nodded, “I have small presents in the black duffle bag by the dresser. You can add yours to it. And I put out jammies for you.” 
 
“I’m good in my clothes for right now.” Shane kissed his cheek. “But thanks. Be right back.” 
 
Shane carried his bag to Ilya’s big bedroom and unpacked his toiletries and clothes for the sleepover, then sucked in a quickly self conscious breath and unpacked all the extra things he’d brought too. A handful of underwear and several pairs of socks went into the empty space Ilya had cleared out in the top drawer in the dresser. Some joggers and athletic shorts went in the next drawer down, folded neatly next to Ilya’s messy pile of comfy bottoms. He used the empty hangers for shirts, hoodies, and a light jacket and filled in the room Ilya had made for him in the closet. 
 
In the bathroom, Shane set new bottles of his body wash and shampoo in the shower, a spare pair of glasses and his face wash and lotion in the medicine cupboard, and after another brief moment of self conscious indecision, put the new kit of specific hygiene supplies under the sink. 
 
He’d taken a shower and cleaned up prepping himself for a sleepover already, but Shane thought– it felt like– okay, Shane had no experience with this sorta thing, but it sure seemed like if he was keeping clothes and toiletries at his boyfriend’s house, going on family birthday trips and sharing coordinated family calendars then maybe he could and should keep those kind of supplies at his boyfriend’s house too, right? 
 
…Shane put it all under the sink before he talked himself out of it, and moved right on. 
 
Goodnights were quick. Mariya and Nadya were wriggling all over the place excited to sleep in their new birthday pajamas and impatient tucking their braids into the silky bonnets that would protect their hair through the road trip and until Sveta took them to the salon. Shane was content to hug them each goodnight, then stand back while Ilya did the usual routine of stuffie arrangement and blanket tucking and nightlights, but Mariya cried, “Oh Coach! We have something for you!” 
 
“W-We made it.” Nadya dove out from under her covers and rooted under her bed for a minute before reappearing with a fluffy, ruffly white item clutched in her hands. “Here. S-so you can cook with D-Daddy!” 
 
It was a hat. A chef’s hat, to be exact. A floppy, misshapen little thing cobbled together from what looked like a spare pillow care and a white beanie. The pillow case had been folded and squished and stapled onto the beanie until it more or less resembled a chef’s hat, then attacked with a myriad of markers so it looked speckled with sprinkles.
 
The whole thing was hilariously terrible, endearingly earnestly heartfelt, and quite possibly the best present Shane had ever received in his life, the Mighty Loons Coach’s jersey included, and he had to blink blink blink a few times before he could swallow around the lump of emotion in his throat and decide, “It’s amazing. Thank you.” 
 
“Will you wear it?” Mariya demanded and Shane cleared his throat, “Yeah, sweetie. I sure will.” 
 
“Yay!” 
 
Ilya finished the goodnight routine with the girls, tucking them in, kissing their foreheads and reminding them to get extra good sleeps so they could have the most fun on the roadtrip, then hooked his arm at Shane’s waist and led him down the stairs and to the kitchen. 
 
“Are you an emotional koala?” He prodded when Shane stayed quiet, just turning the hodge podge chef’s hat over and over in his hands. “What are you thinking?” 
 
“I uh–” Shane shook his head. “I don’t um– This is–” 
 
“Okay. Is okay.” Ilya pressed at his fingers in quiet, adoring understanding and went to move the cooled cupcakes to a wire rack so they would be easier to decorate. “Put your chef hat on and come help make frosting. I have a recipe.” 
 
“Yep. I can do that.” Following a recipe for chocolate frosting felt much easier than unraveling all the complicated feelings knotting up in his chest over the girls gifting him something homemade and linked to the bakery and matching with their Daddy.
 
“Hey.” Ilya whistled softly, and when Shane looked over at him, Ilya pointed to his head, “Hat stays on.” 
 
“Hat stays on.” Shane tugged the beanie down on to his head with a small smile, pushing the pillow case top out of the way so it didn’t flop into his face. “Okay. I can do that.” 
 
Ilya snapped a quick picture of Shane in his goofy hat, his expression serious and solemn as he held up the recipe card and reached for the butter. He saved it in the Family photo album, then put his phone away and opened a cupboard to find the perfect eight year old birthday sprinkles. 
 
“I saw that.” Shane started the mixer on low, watching sort of anxious, sort of fascinated as the softened butter started to break down and blend creamy in the bottom of the bowl. “If you use that picture as blackmail–” 
 
“You didn’t see anything.” Ilya scoffed as he pulled down beautifully festive wrappers in the girls’ favorite colors to put on the cupcakes. “And I would never blackmail you with a photo. That is juvenile.” 
 
“You absolutely would blackmail me with a photo, you’re an asshole.” Shane checked, double checked, triple checked the recipe before adding in meticulously measured sugar and a careful bit of salt. “I’ve never done this before.” 
 
“Made frosting?” Ilya peeked into the bowl, then turned the mixer up a notch. “Is very easy, and you are doing it fine. Just follow the recipe. But you do not have to be exact with frosting. A little extra vanilla or cocoa will not matter, you can adjust for texture and consistency.” 
 
“Which is easy for you to say, because you’ve made a thousand batches of frosting.” Shane held a teaspoon up to the light and very slowly poured the vanilla in. “I don’t know anything about texture and consistency. It’s gotta be swirl-able, right?” 
 
“Pipe-able.” Ilya corrected. “Yes. But is an easy fix.” 
 
“And the cocoa has to be fully mixed in or you get weird white streaks in the frosting?” 
 
“Yes, but still.” he nudged Shane encouragingly as he passed behind him on the way to the fridge. “All easy to fix. Most baking is very forgiving. Don’t worry. Worst case, I will remake a very quick batch and we will decorate the cupcakes and move on. Do you want a beer?” 
 
“I could use a beer, yeah.” Shane eyeballed the container of luxuriously dark cocoa powder, checked and double checked and triple checked the recipe, then scooped it out into a measuring cup and added it to the creamed butter and sugar. “Is it the kind I drink at Jacob’s?” 
 
“Yes, or I got something new too. Janey’s Dad told me it was–” 
 
FWOOMP! Ilya turned from the fridge just in time to see Shane click the mixer on, and for all of the dry cocoa powder to be tossed by the mixing paddle FWOOSH right into the air in a dusty, brown tinted cloud. 
 
“Oh.” Shane coughed a few times, blinking cocoa powder clumped lashes in a futile attempt to see what the fuck had just happened. “Oh fuck.” 
 
“Ah.” Ilya set the beer down on the counter and tried very hard not to laugh, covering his mouth with one hand as he surveyed the damage. “You ah– you did not slow mix the cocoa powder into the butter. Or add a little heavy whipping cream first so it weighted down instead of clouding up?” 
 
“Uh. No.” Shane looked at the mess of cocoa powder all over the counters, all over the cupboards, all over the front of his clothes. “No. I– I did not. I did not know that would do that. I didn’t know– fuck!” 
 
He bent over coughing, the powder coating his lips and sticking to his tongue, drying out his throat. “What the fuck!” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya was really trying very hard not to laugh, but he nearly lost the battle when Shane yanked the makeshift chef hat off his head and there was a perfect line across his forehead separating his hair and about an inch of clean skin from the rest of his cocoa tinted face. “Okay. Well. There are worse ways to mess up frosting–” 
 
“It’s on the ceiling.” Shane stared up at the kitchen ceiling in horrified realization. “Ilya, I got cocoa powder on the fucking ceiling.” 
 
“Yes. You did.” Ilya rubbed at his chin a few times. “That is– well–” 
 
“It’s going to stain my clothes!” Shane’s voice cracked a notch towards hysterical. “It’s everywhere!” 
 
Then with another crack that edged towards panicky and apologetic, “It’s everywhere. Holy shit, this will take forever to clean up. Ilya, I didn’t mean to–” 
 
“Nope. Is okay.” Ilya moved quick to counter that particular line of thought, whisking Shane’s hat away so he could hand wash it and set it to dry. “Just a mess, Shanychka. I have cleaned this kitchen a million times from baking mess, is okay.” 
 
Shane still looked embarrassed, still looked downright mortified every time his eyes darted from the counters to the mixer, to the ceiling and down to the floor, then to his own clothes and cocoa all over his hands and arms. “Fuck. I can’t believe I didn’t think to–” 
 
“I should have told you. Is my mistake, I did the same thing learning to bake with Alicia.” Ilya soothed him. “Except Alicia laughed at me because she is a terrible person. I am not laughing at you and I am not mad.” 
 
“You might not be mad, but I know you’re secretly laughing at me.” Shane scowled, and Ilya had to press his lips together tight to quiet a chuckle before he managed, “No. Of course not.” 
 
“Liar.” Shane muttered. “Fuck. I don’t know where to start cleaning this shit up."
 
“Go take a shower.” Cocoa powder all over the kitchen was annoying, but an easier mess than when Mariya had dropped and broken an entire bottle of syrup or when Nadya had shaken up her soda then cracked the lid and sprayed it all over the inside of the fridge, or any other number of kid caused messed Ilya had resolutely cleaned up over the years. He angled in for a cocoa tasting kiss then instructed, “Clothes off in the laundry room so you don’t track into the carpet. Then go take a shower. I will clean up.” 
 
“I can help.” 
 
“Shower.” Ilya patted him on the butt, pushing him towards the laundry room. “I will fix this and frost the cupcakes then we can start our night together, okay?” 
 
“Okay.” Shane hesitated another second, looking guiltily around the kitchen, then nodded. “Okay, thanks. Be back in a bit.” 
 
Shane ditched his clothes in the laundry room and shuffled down the hallway to the bedroom. Ilya gave himself a minute to admire Shane’s butt in the snugly fit boxer briefs, then got to work fixing the mess. 
 
First, he finished the frosting. It wasn’t ruined beyond the spill of cocoa powder, so he added in another scoop, started the mixer slow and while it was steadily folding into the butter, Ilya dragged the garbage can and a dry hand towel out to sweep as much of the dry powder off the counters as he could. The cupboards were sprayed down and scrubbed residue free, and he pulled out the step stool to get up to the ceiling, covering the mixer and frosting with another clean towel so he wouldn’t spill any grime onto it as he wiped it away. It didn’t take much to sweep and swiffer the floors, and by the time the chocolate frosting was well mixed, airy and fluffy and perfectly pipe-able onto the birthday cupcakes, the kitchen was all the way put back together except for a final wipedown on the counter tops. 
 
From Jane: Join me in the shower? 
 
Ilya’s eyebrows rose when his phone chimed, and he put down the frosting bag to type a quick answer. 
 
From Lily: Need to frost cupcakes and put in fridge. Ten minutes. 
 
From Lily: Save some hot water for me.


Shane had to stand halfway out of the huge shower to text without getting any water on his phone, and he smiled when he saw the quick answer, put his phone back on the vanity counter top, and ducked back under the hot water, closing the shower door to keep the steam and heat in. 
 
Making a huge fucking cocoa tinted mess in the kitchen wasn’t an ideal way to start their first sleepover in weeks, but Shane had a pretty good idea of how to turn the evening around. 
 
Come on, come on, come on. He mentally urged as he lathered up the soap in his palms and scrubbed under his nails. Hurry up and get in here with me…
 
"Shanychka.” True to his word, it only took Ilya another ten minutes to frost and package the cupcakes and do one more counter clean, the mixing bowl and attachments in the dishwasher ready to be started right before they went to bed. He darted up the stairs to check on the girls one last time, set all the alarms and lock codes in the house to the overnight settings, then stripped out of his clothes and made his way into the bathroom, rapping his knuckles lightly at the shower door before pulling it open. “Room for me?” 
 
“Yeah, of course.” Shane pulled him right into the water, and right into a kiss. “Hey.” 
 
“Hey.” Ilya ran his hands admiringly down Shane’s soap and steam slick body, sighing in open appreciation when Shane’s half hard cock nudged against his thigh. “Did you get all the way clean everywhere already?” 
 
“I dunno.” Shane’s dark eyes sparked teasing as Ilya’s hands wandered around to knead at his ass. “Maybe you should check?” 
 
“Mmmm, maybe I will.” 
 
They switched places under the water so Ilya could do a perfunctory scrub, then pull Shane back under the spray for a more leisurely wash down, the loofah sudsed up with entirely too much soap so entirely too many bubbles foamed up between their fingers and sluiced down their bodies. They talked quietly together, relaxed into the hot water together, enjoyed the comfortable closeness of simply being together after several weeks of only having a few hours at a time, having to schedule in dates, and cut evenings short. 
 
Ilya smiled into a short kiss, and Shane chased it longer, tracing the shape of Ilya’s smile with the tip of his tongue and rocking forward sighing when Ilya sucked at his tongue and then his bottom lip, slick hands pulling him in to lengthen the kiss needy. Shane murmured something appreciative as he spread the foamy soap across the width of Ilya’s shoulders and the meat of his chest, and Ilya closed his hands gripping at Shane’s biceps, testing the bulk of muscle and and nodding eager, his breath catching audibly loud when Shane flexed his arms so he could reach up and frame Ilya’s face, covering his mouth and stealing his next breath right away. 
 
“Shane.” It didn’t take long for the lazy, leisurely touches to turn greedy, for petting hands to tighten groping and exploratory touches to track purposeful down abdomens and below navels and lower until Shane had to break away from a kiss and toss his head back gasping, hips jerking as Ilya curled his fingers around his cock and stroked him from base to tip, slow and tight enough to make Shane curse.
 
“Fuck baby, that’s—ohohoh fuck.“ he grabbed at Ilya’s chest, at his necklace, then up into his hair, and Ilya groaned against his tongue as his fingers slid down the cleft of Shane’s ass, searching low to touch him.
 
“Oh my god.” Shane stammered when Ilya’s blunt fingers prodded coaxing at his entrance. “Ilya—shit. Will you fuck me?”
 
“God yes.” Ilya rasped. “Yes. We will get out and dry off and—”
 
“No, no.” Shane panted, tugging and pulling at Ilya’s curls trying to get him impossibly closer. “No. R-right now. Fuck me right now. In here."
 
Ilya pulled back enough to find his eyes, ignoring Shane’s petulant pout at having another kiss interrupted and returning his hands to Shane’s waist so he could hold steady and be very very sure, “...Condoms?” 
 
“No.” The roar of the water and his heartbeat racing pounding in his ears was so loud, Shane wasn’t sure his answer was audible, so he gathered his courage and tried again. “No condoms. I’m– I’m okay if you’re okay.” 
 
Ilya’s grip went tight at Shane’s waist, but he still didn’t move, still didn’t look away. “You are… okay.” 
 
“Well yeah. I mean.” Shane swallowed. Swallowed. “I’ve had regular physicals and check up and it’s just been you, you know? I’ve only been with you for a long time so–” 
 
“No. No.” Ilya shook his head, then changed his mind and nodded, “I mean yes. Me too. Always careful and check ups and has only been you for a long time. But.” 
 
He blinked at Shane through the steam and fog, searching his face and his eyes closely. “You want me just… bare? Yes?” 
 
“Oh fuck yeah.” A whole body tremor wobbled into the words. “Fuck yes. I even um–” Shane broke eye contact for the briefest second to fumble behind the shampoo bottles and offer out the specifically shower friendly lube he’d made sure to bring along. “I even got some of this.” 
 
“You planned for this?” Ilya’s gaze darted down to the bottle, then back up to Shane, a slow grin spreading across his gorgeous mouth. “Mr. Boyscout, hm? Always prepared?” 
 
“Just thought, you know. If the opportunity came up?” Shane grinned too, the edge of it tilting wild as he slicked his hand down Ilya’s cock and felt it flex in his palm. “And surprise surprise, it sure came up.” 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya clamped his hand at the back of Shane’s neck and dragged him into a messy, eager kiss. “Blyat, dorogoy. Let me in you. Turn around.”
 
He grabbed at Shane’s hips and spun him around to face the wall, pinning him to the tile and feeling down between his legs, exhaling tremulous as he admitted. “Shanychka, ya khochu tebya but– but fuck. I think I am nervous. This is— it feel like—” 
 
Everything. They were spending the night together, taking a road trip together, and Ilya was overwhelmed with it, but this— Shane had prepped and planned and bravely beautiful ready for him and it was everything.
 
Ilya went to his knees in the shower, knelt on the hard tile floor and spanned his big hands at Shane’s strong thighs partly because he wanted to be on his knees to lick Shane open, partly because the enormity of the moment after so many weeks and months and years of holding back was enough to make him weak. 
 
“Hey.” Shane gulped hard, hands braced at the wall as he looked over his shoulder to find Ilya on his knees just staring at him awestruck. “Hey, I know. Okay? I know it’s— I’m nervous too. But I’m ready. So come on. Come on.” 
 
“Come here.” Ilya spread his hands over Shane’s ass and pressed him apart so he could lean in and bury his face against Shane’s hole. Shane reached back to help, held himself open so Ilya could get immediately deeper, and arched his back moaning, drove his hips back seeking when Ilya’s scruff scraped across sensitive skin.
 
“Ilya, please.” He gasped and Ilya dove deeper, licking and pulling at Shane’s entrance until the puckered rim relaxed under the heat of his mouth. The lube was already open, protective seal torn off and lid cracked so they didn’t have to waste time fumbling with wet plastic, Shane had thought of everything and Ilya drenched his fingers in it before promising, “Here, milyy, right here.” 
 
He fit his fingers alongside his tongue at Shane’s hole, petting and prodding and pushing through, stretching and crooking his fingers until Shane smacked his hand at the shower wall, “Ilya—“ when Ilya stroked firmly over his prostate. His next breath cut off into a groan when his knees threatened to give out and the resulting slump only sat him further onto Ilya’s fingers, further onto Ilya’s tongue. “Fuck!” 
 
“Da, right there.” Ilya laughed delirious and dizzy and thrilled when Shane went temporarily boneless above him. “I know, sweetheart, I know.”
 
He found it again, sucking open mouthed kisses at Shane’s rim as he stroked relentless pressure over Shane’s prostate until Shane was babbling, begging, humping back against his face and yanking at his hair, pushing Ilya’s nose and mouth harder against his hole and then trying to drag him back when it edged on too much, too good, when the sound of Ilya moaning and slurping devouring him echoed too loud in the shower and made his vision white out. 
 
“Enough, enough.” Shane gripped the base of his cock and squeezed, biting out a whimper when the pressure did nothing to stave off how close he was. “Come on. Want you in me. Come on—!”
 
Ilya got back to his feet and knocked the shower head towards the wall so they weren’t drowning under it, then kissed Shane’s back and felt at him one more time, three fingers spreading him open one more time just to make sure there was room. 
 
He kissed Shane’s shoulder and slicked up his cock, lining the blunt head up at his entrance and rasped, “You are ready for me?”
 
“So ready, yeah.” Shane dropped his head, eyes closed and mouth hanging open as he gulped in a frantic breath. “Please. Please. Baby, I—fuck!”
 
They both groaned loud at the first push. Both Ilya’s hands clamped down on Shane’s butt to hold him still and to hold himself back from thrusting too fast, but Shane shook his head and rolled his hips back already needy, “More. I want you. Gimme more.”
 
“You have me.” Ilya stared transfixed as inch after inch of him disappeared into Shane’s body, lube slick and searing hot and tight, Shane was still so tight despite Ilya using his fingers and his mouth. He had to grit his teeth and force himself slow, had to set his jaw and puff out strained breaths as he nudged forward bit by bit until he was fully seated inside. “There. There, you have all of me."
 
“Oh my god.” Shane hung his head, water streaming off his hair and nose and gathering at the purse of his lips before dripping off his chin “Oh motherfucker, why does it feel—“
 
“I know.”
 
“S’like you are—" Shane flattened a hand low on his belly, ignoring his own cock so he could press his palm in under his navel. “I can f-fucking feel you right here.” 
 
“Da, ya znayu, I know.” Ilya growled it out, pushing his face between Shane’s shoulder blades and shaking through a hard exhale. “Shane. Pomiluy menya, have mercy, I need a minute you are too much for me."
 
“Okay but I need you right now.” Shane covered Ilya’s hand at his hip and nodded. “S-so come on.” 
 
Ilya pulled back barely an inch before pushing back in, but even only that much ripped a wail from Shane and Ilya cursed in reverent disbelief as he did it again, rolling his hips to budge deeper before pulling out again. “This is where you need me, sweetheart?"
 
“Yeah, so much. But I can’t–“ Shane shook his head, feeling back clumsily to hold at Ilya’s hip, Ilya’s butt, his thigh, anything. “You gotta move, baby. We've been waiting so fucking long for this, we can go slow next time."
 
The idea of next time made Ilya throb and he jolted forward grinding at Shane’s rim, “Fuck, Shane.”
 
“We can go slow next time.” Shane tried again, gulping for air as his body wound up tight just from being full. “Not this time though. D-don’t make me wait anymore. Please.” 
 
The final please did it. Shane was right on the verge of breaking down and just begging when Ilya finally groaned, “Fuck, Hollander.” And pulled out enough to make Shane whine, then shoved in hard enough to punch the next breath right out of Shane’s lungs. 
 
“Yeah like that.” Shane braced both hands at the shower wall, fingers scrabbling at the grout lines and back arched offering more. “C-c’mon like that." The words jolted with each hard thrust, “Fuck, that’s good, that’s good—!”
 
“Shane.” It was hard and fast, Ilya’s fingers bruising into Shane’s waist red and then blossoming purple, each snap of his hips loud against Shane’s ass. Ilya kissed up the line of Shane’s spine– tried to kiss but mostly bit his way across the freckled, flawless skin, littering Shane’s back with teeth marks and sloppy kisses, worshiping the gorgeous body beneath him as he drove his cock deep and deeper into Shane’s core. 
 
“Fuck, you are so tight.” He grit out. “Shane, you are so–“
 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane tipped his head back laughing and panting and pleased by the desperation in Ilya’s voice. “You need me so bad you sound fucking stupid for it, it’s so hot, fuck.”
 
“Here.”  Ilya wrapped his hand at Shane’s throat and Shane fell forward into it, covering Ilya's hand against his neck so Ilya could feel each breath, every wheezed inhale and ragged exhale, and Shane stammered when Ilya bottomed out with every thrust, “Y-Yeah that’s where I need you, that’s good, s’good, don’t stop.”
 
“You are perfect.” Ilya swore with a crack and swat at Shane’s ass, and Shane pushed back into it  moaning, “You feel so good in me, fuck.”
 
“You need me here?” llya tried to get to Shane’s cock to stroke him, but Shane knocked his hand away and did it himself, jerking at his cock and making Ilya cry out when every twist of his wrist at the leaking tip made him clench rippling tight through his center and Ilya's next stroke pushed against friction. 
 
“I can cum in you?” Ilya asked, pleaded, begged into Shane's ear, but Shane shook his head, “Not yet, d-don’t stop, I need you inside me so I can cum.” 
 
“Fuck, Shane.” Ilya slid his hand up Shane’s back to hold at his hair, tugging him into a deeper arch and shifting his weight so he was hitting Shane's prostate with every push of his cock. 
 
“Like that?” He asked when Shane shouted, back bowing and head shaking trying to escape the immediate overwhelming pressure and trying to push off the wall and sit himself harder onto Ilya all at the same time. “Da like that, you are close?”
 
“Close.” Shane stroked himself fast, cock aching and red, balls drawn up tight. “Yeah. Yeah like that. Okay okay okay you can cum in me, I’m almost– I wanna feel you.”
 
“You first.” Ilya ordered hoarsely, hammering into him with short, brutal thrusts. “You first, come on.“
 
“Almost, almost–!” Shane’s knees buckled when he came, and he had to put both hands at the wall, flail around for the grab bar, crumple forward into Ilya’s arms wrapping like steel around his waist so he wouldn’t fall. “Ilya, oh my god–” 
 
Ilya blurted out a rough curse, tried to fuck Shane harder, open mouth gasping and vision going blurry in the steam as his hips stuttered, his teeth digging biting into Shane’s shoulder as he finished inside him, “Oh god Shane, fuck– fuck–!” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane went wobbly. Trembly. He tried to crane his head back for a kiss but he lolled too loose, spluttered a little when the water pelted his face and Ilya had to grab for him so he wouldn’t twinge his neck. “Holy— I can’t–” 
 
“Ty neveroyatnyy.” Ilya sucked kisses at the back of Shane’s neck, around to the hinge of his jaw, murmuring rough Russian into his ear and crooning his name over and over. “Incredible. Shane. Kak zhe ty khorosh. Takoy nezhnyy, you did so good for me, so good, fuck.” 
 
Shane hissed oversensitive when Ilya closed light fingers at his slowly softening cock, then outright whined when Ilya started to pull out of him, “Wait. Wait, not yet.” 
 
“Mmmyoufeelsogood.” Ilya rumbled the words into Shane’s throat as he slid back inside, sinking into the wet heat of Shane’s body and stroking over him slowly, groaning when Shane’s cock twitched in his palm. Shane found the strength to straighten, and Ilya jolted forward grinding against his rim helplessly when the change in position pushed him another half inch deeper. 
 
“Ilya.” Shane looped his arm back and around Ilya’s neck to keep him close, turning his head and pursing his lips so Ilya would kiss him, canting his hips and curving his body back so they could stay connected as long as possible. He put his hand down low under his navel again, pressing his palm in hard and shuddering every time Ilya’s knuckles bumped the back of his hand as Ilya kept pulling over him. “Fuck. I– I–” 
 
“Here.” Ilya bit his tongue until it bled as he eased out of Shane’s body, blue eyes wide as he watched his cock slide out coated in cum, still slick with too much lube. “Here, here, come on. I’ve got–” 
 
Ilya stumbled, got all the way free of Shane and almost collapsed in a rush of stunned dizziness, but he caught himself at the grab bar, steadied himself at the wall and reached for Shane as soon as he got his balance back. 
 
“I’ve got you.” he tried again, sliding down the back wall of the shower until he was sitting, and bracing his hands at Shane’s thighs to pull him down too. “Here.” 
 
“Y-yeah, okay.” Shane fixed the shower head and turned the heat up so it would reach them warm on the floor, then fell back into Ilya’s hands, trusted him to hold him all the way down to sitting between his knees, pressing in tight with his back tucked to Ilya’s chest.  
 
“Vyso v poryadke?” Ilya brought his knees up to cage Shane in, to cradle him close and surround him steady. He set his lips to Shane’s ear and checked in, “Everything is okay? You feel good?"
 
“So good, yeah.” Shane turned a little to hide his face in the curve of Ilya’s throat, angling on the hard floor so he could drag his hand up Ilya’s abdomen to his chest and hook into his necklace. “Fuck. I’m so good. So fucking– I’m, um– you–” 
 
“Quiet.” Ilya shushed him, brushed his fingers over Shane’s mouth and settled him. He ordered, “Quiet.” and tapped Shane’s bottom lip so he’d open. “Here.” 
 
Shane opened with a relieved groan, pulled Ilya’s fingers into his mouth and sagged against him pliant as his cheeks hollowed sucking for a few seconds before even that little bit of tension bled from his body and his mouth softened, cheeks relaxing.
 
“Good job.” Ilya curled in closer around him, kissing his hair, his cheek, his other hand brushing featherlight at Shane’s freckles before dropping across his chest to hold him close. “Stay here like this, Shanychka. I’m here. You stay too.” 
 
Ilya closed his eyes and let himself drift, the roar of the water wrapping around him like white noise and empty calm, nothing but the beat of his heart, the feel of Shane’s lips and tongue warm around his fingers, and the hypnotic pattern Shane was unconsciously tip tapping at his necklace and over his heart. 
 
One. 
 
One two three four. 
 
One two three. 
 
Ilya tip tapped his own answer at Shane’s side. 
 
Me too. Me too. Me too. I love you too. 
 
*****
 
Wednesday
 
Four am came early. 
 
Ilya’s pre-planned road trip route would take them South out of Montbonne and eventually East towards Ottawa, with a hotel stay close to a massive, kid friendly entertainment venue with enough arcade games, bumper cars, VR experiences and fun food to keep the twins distracted for hours.
 
It was almost a six hour drive on a regular day, but when birthday trip rules included mandatory stops anywhere and everywhere the girls wanted to see the sights or take goofy pictures at all the tourist traps, the road from Montbonne to Ottawa could very easily turn into a ten hour drive, which meant a 4am start was necessary, even if it felt bonkers to be up and active so soon after such a late night. 
 
The alarm on Ilya’s phone went off right on time, and Shane and Ilya reluctantly untangled from one another, rolling out of bed bleary eyed and yawning and taking turns in the bathroom, grabbing quick showers and washing up before getting everything else ready. All the bags were packed and sitting by the door, so Shane carried those out to the rental car while Ilya started the coffee, then gathered the packaged cupcakes and the box of road trip snacks and drinks to put in the back seat. They each scooped a sleepily confused twin from bed and carried her to the car, and Ilya had travel pillows, car stuffies and plenty of blankets to tuck the girls in cozy to their booster seats until they were ready to wake up for real. 
 
“Here.” Ilya climbed into the driver's side seat and handed Shane a travel mug. “Coffee. Almond milk.”  
 
“Thank you.” Shane took a big gulp, sighed in relief as it coated soothing at his throat and settled warm in his stomach, then leaned over to give Ilya a kiss. “Good morning.” 
 
“Dobroe utro, solnyshko.” Ilya cupped Shane’s face and brushed his thumb over his freckles. “I am very happy this morning.” 
 
“I am too.” Shane broke into a grin. “This coffee is really good and I slept really good and the shower last night,” his grin widened, “was really good.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya grinned too, wide and goofy and smitten. “The shower was really very good.” 
 
“So good, yeah.” 
 
“I picked a song to start our road trip.” Ilya buckled his seatbelt and pulled out of the driveway, driving slowly through the still sleeping neighborhood until he reached the stop sign for the main road. “I think you will like it. Feels very appropriate for us.” 
 
“Lay it on me.” Shane settled back into the passenger seat, tired but happy, his body still buzzing from their shower and his heart full, over full, so full that he thought if ilya looked his way with another one of those soft, sweet smiles he might just go ahead and blurt out–
 
‘I made it through the wilderness! You know I made it through-ooh-ooh!’
 
The first few lines of Ilya’s chosen song came on and Shane frowned, “Madonna?” 
 
“Didn’t know how lost I was!” Ilya sang along in a high falsetto, his voice hushed so he wouldn't wake the girl. “Until I found you-oo!” 
 
“Wait, this is the virgin song.” Shane realized, and smacked Ilya hard on the thigh when Ilya cracked up laughing. “What the fuck? I thought you were picking out a love song or something! We are not listening to the virgin song after last night, no way.” 
 
“Is very appropriate after last night!” Ilya argued back, then sang along, “Like a virgin! Oooh! Getting to rawdog for the very first–” 
 
“Hey! No! If you call it rawdogging, I will run this vehicle right off the road!” Shane was not going to laugh, he was not going to dignify Ilya’s behavior with even a hint of a smile, no matter how happy Ilya looked and no matter how objectively hilarious that song choice was. “Stop.” 
 
“Sing with me, Shane!” 
 
“I swear to god, Ilya.” 
 
“Okay okay.” Ilya laughed and laughed, but finally relented, “Sorry. I am in a silly mood this morning. Some might even say, a silly mood like I was touched in a certain way for the very first time…?” 
 
“Wafer thin ice, Rozanov.” 
 
“Fine fine fine.” Ilya switched to the next song on the playlist. “Is this better?” 
 
‘Life is a mystery, Everyone must stand alone.’
 
‘I hear you call my name–
 
“Seriously with the Madonna?” Shane sighed at him, and Ilya made an offended noise, “She is an international treasure, Shane.” 
 
“I’m almost positive this song is about blowjobs.” he said skeptically, and Ilya looked positively gleeful as he crowed, “Yes, which makes it so appropriate for us!” 
 
Shane was not going to laugh, damn it. But he had to admit, “Okay. That is pretty appropriate for us.” 
 
“See, I knew you would see things my way.” Ilya set his hand on Shane’s thigh, squeezing gently, “I am very happy this morning, Shanychka.” 
 
“Yeah, baby.” Shane picked up Ilya’s hand and rubbed it at his cheek, then kissed it before setting it back on his leg and winding their fingers together. “I am too.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya’s smile softened adoring, and he rubbed his thumb on Shane’s leg before turning his attention back to the road, determined to eat up as many miles as he could before the twins woke up and wanted to start stopping everywhere. 
 
“Oh, hey.” A few miles outside of Montbonne city limits, Shane pressed at Ilya’s fingers hopefully. “Do you mind if I add a stop to the itinerary? My mom lined something up for me a few months ago and I gotta swing by and check on it. It’s a couple hours outside Ottawa, but since we’re taking the back roads, we’ll pass right by it before we get to the city.” 
 
“Yes, put address in GPS.” Ilya inclined his head towards the bright screen on the dash with their end destination already plugged in. “This is the real estate thing you mentioned when we were doing calendars?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane nodded slowly. “Yeah. It’s a real estate thing.” 
 
“Is it a house?” Ilya glanced his way. “New rental? Your parents have land outside Ottawa, yes? Is it close to there?” 
 
“Pretty close to my parent's place out there.” Shane shrugged off the rest of the questions, “You’ll have to wait and see when we get there.” 
 
“Alright then,” Ilya huffed with a little smile. “Keep your secrets. Just tell me when to turn off highway.” 
 
“I will.” 
 
Further down the road, almost an hour outside of Montbonne and as the sun was starting to come up over the hills, Ilya shook Shane’s leg and told him, “I used to think about this.” 
 
“Holding hands?” Shane flexed his fingers in Ilya’s hand. “Really?” 
 
“Well, yes. Holding hands, too.” Ilya admitted. “But this. Driving with you. I used to think about picking you up in one of my cars and taking you out.” 
 
“We never drove together?” Shane said it like a question, his brow furrowed as he realized, “We never drove together.” 
 
“No, we never did.” Ilya agreed. “Always met up and left separately.” 
 
“Huh.” Shane looked down at their hands, then out the window at the winding road. “You really used to think about this? Just driving with me?” 
 
“Is simple.” Ilya acknowledged with a short nod. “But it was against the rules for us. And you know–” he slanted him a sideways smile. “How much I like to break rules.” 
 
“This would have been the rule you broke back then.” the innocent confession was so sweet it made Shane’s head fuzzy for a second. “All the rules we had, and you would have broken the one about driving with me?” 
 
Then, tilting his head curiously. “Wait so– so is driving with me less fun now that it’s not against the rules?” 
 
“You are asking if whimsy and fun is gone because there is nothing bad and taboo about it?” Ilya goaded, and Shane stammered, “Well you said– I mean, the appeal would have been breaking the rules right? Being bad or whatever, pushing the limit of keeping us a secret. That’s why driving with me was a big deal, because it would have broken some of our stupid rules and meant taking a risk to be seen together.” 
 
“Driving with you was a big deal because it would have meant we were something real.” Ilya corrected quietly. “Coworkers drive together. Friends drive together. Boyfriends drive together. People who want to be together, drive together.” 
 
“...oh.” Shane looked down at their joined hands again. Up at the road stretching out endless in front of them. “We could have held hands. Got crappy food and ate it in the parking lot. Watched the sun set or cruised around the city real late at night or anything like that. Simple things but super normal things that regular people do when they aren’t scared all the time.” 
 
“Especially after Vegas.” Ilya’s grip tightened at his fingers, but he kept his eyes on the road. “I wished very much I would have been brave enough to do simple things with you. To break at least the easy rules with you so we had something more than secrets to remember.” 
 
“I wish I would have been brave enough, too.” Shane went quiet a moment. Then, “My rule would have been the overnight thing.” 
 
Ilya arched a curious eyebrow at him, and Shane clarified, “Not when I went to your place, or when we met at a hotel. I mean, yeah I guess for those times too, but that’s not when I thought about it. I always thought about it when you came to my place in Montreal. We’d get done, you’d shower, then you would always get back into bed with me for a little bit.” 
 
He swallowed. “Um. Sometimes you’d fall asleep? And I always thought maybe– maybe I’d just turn off the light and let you sleep. I even set an alarm a few times, made sure it would wake you up in plenty of time to get back to the hotel or to the airport before anyone noticed. It was so fucking nice to lay there with you and not feel alone right after, I always felt alone right after we were done and you left, it was–” 
 
“I did not know about the alarms.” Ilya let go of Shane’s leg so he could signal and change lanes around a slow moving motorhome, then put his hand right back, squeezing gently at him. “And you never asked me to stay.” 
 
“No, I always chickened out, and you always woke up.” Shane traced his thumb over a faded scar on Ilya’s hand. “You’d grab for your phone and always had messages waiting, then you’d get up and leave. I figured if you ever actually wanted to stay, you’d put your phone on do not disturb or turn it off or at least wouldn’t grab it first thing when you woke up, and whichever day you did that would be the day I asked you to stay over.”
 
“But you never did.” he finished after a beat. “So I never asked. But that’s the rule I would have broken. Over nighters.” 
 
“Hm.” Ilya smiled ruefully. “We had small dreams, didn’t we? Driving together. Staying the night together.” 
 
“Back then those kind of dreams felt huge.” Shane said quietly, grief tinging the words blue when his chest ached for the two terrified boys they’d been so many years previous. “Sometimes too huge. Fucking scary most of the time.” 
 
“It felt very scary and we were not very brave.” Ilya held his hand tight. “But now they are not dreams anymore. Just real and normal and everyday things we get to have together.” 
 
“Ten years later.” Shane pointed out, and Ilya nodded, “Yes. Ten years. But worth the wait?” 
 
“Yeah, of course.” Shane leaned over the center console to kiss him, then tucked his nose into Ilya’s throat and closed his eyes to feel him breathe for a few seconds. “Of course.” 
 
*****
 
Mariya and Nadya finally woke up around seven-thirty, which mandated a bathroom break, a stop for breakfast and round one of birthday cupcakes. Ilya had a candle for each cupcake and Shane took the picture as the girls very seriously made their first of many birthday wishes, then proceeded to demolish the chocolate frosted cupcakes. 
 
“Coach helped with the frosting.” Ilya informed Mariya as he wiped frosting off her eyebrow. “Is it very good?” 
 
“So good, Coach.” Mariya decided, and Nadya finished licking her fingers clean and nodded, “S-s-so good, Coach.” 
 
“I made a pretty big mess learning how to do it, though.” Shane confessed as he gathered up the trash. “I got chocolate on the ceiling.” 
 
“One time we went to the beach and I got sand in my butt.” Mariya chirped as if the two things were in any way related, and Shane hesitated, “Uh– yeah. Okay. I could see how that would be as uncomfy as a frosting mess…?” 
 
“One t-time we made slime and I g-got it in my nose.” Nadya had her own mess related story and Ilya laughed at Shane’s horrified expression when Nadya continued, “I h-had slime boogies. They were gr-green.” 
 
“Wow.” 
 
“The most delicate of flowers, my girls.” Ilya set water cups in the girls’ booster seats, tucked a few extra snacks into the net pocket on the back of the seats, and set up the activity coloring books and crayons he’d packed for the road. “So sweet. Could charm the Pope with their stories.” 
 
“Green slime boogers, huh?” Shane folded up the extra blankets and put them in the back with the luggage. “And you made it through cleaning all those out without barfing?” 
 
“Shane. Please.” Ilya settled him with a baleful look. “I am a ninja level diaper changer. Boogers are nothing.” 
 
“That might be the single weirdest thing you’ve ever said to me.” Shane helped Mariya buckle in, then climbed back into the front seat. 
 
“Is the single weirdest thing I’ve said to you so far.” Ilya corrected as he shut Nadya’s door. “Just wait. Birthday weekend is only just beginning.”
 
“Wow.” 
 
There wasn’t much to see or do for most of the stretch of highway between Montbonne and Ottawa, but that didn’t stop the girls from pointing out the windows and announcing every cow in every field, demanding stops at overly large trees, and pictures at any rock formation that was slightly more interesting than the previous thousand rock formations.
 
When Mariya had to use the bathroom again, Ilya helped her behind the bushes a little ways off the road and stood guard while Shane watched as Nadya struggled to climb up the steep side of a hill, then darted forward several steps ready to catch her when her attempt at running back down had her arms windmilling and body moving faster than her little legs could keep up. 
 
“Hey hey, I’ve got you.” he snatched her up into his arms, backpedaling several steps when her momentum nearly knocked him right over too. “Okay, so that was pretty scary, right? Maybe we don’t climb steep hills and risk faceplanting down them?” 
 
“Y-You’re boring, Coach.” Nadya wiggled out of his arms and went right back up the hill, shouting for her sister to hurry up and climb it too. 
 
“You aren’t worried they’ll get hurt?” Shane wanted to know when Ilya came to stand by him at the bottom of the hill, and Ilya shrugged, took his phone out to film the twins screaming and hollering and windmilling their way down the incline, “No, you are here to catch them. Is fine.” 
 
Shane caught Nadya again, and Ilya put his phone away in time to catch Mariya, scooping her off her feet and spinning her around a few times until she was screeching with laughter. 
 
“Back in car.” Ilya tossed Mariya over his shoulder and carried her like a sack of flour back to the waiting car. “Let’s go. March march march!” 
 
“D-Don’t carry me like that.” Nadya whispered, and Shane whispered back, “How do you want to be carried?” 
 
Ilya snapped a picture of Shane galloping towards the car, Nadya on his back with her arms raised triumphantly and her heels digging into his ribs as she cheered, “F-Faster horsey! C-Coach Horsey! Faster!” 
 
“How are your ribs?” Ilya asked as they got back on the road and Shane glanced back at the girls, then lowered his voice very very soft and answered, “Well, it’s not my favorite way to be ridden.” 
 
“Daddy!” Mariya cried when the entire car jerked sharply to the right when Ilya snapped his head around to gape at Shane. “The road!” 
 
“Sorry, angel.” Ilya got the car straightened out again, then glared at Shane, “You are a brat.” 
 
“I think you should probably just keep your eyes on the road, cos you are bad at driving.” Shane barely got the words out, fighting against a burble of laughter. 
 
The laughter won out when Nadya piped up from the backseat, “Y-yeah Daddy. You are b-b-bad at driving!” 
 
“Stop.” Ilya grumbled at Shane, pointing a finger at him warningly. “You. Stop. Not fair.” 
 
“I’m not even sorry.” 
 
“Brat.” 
 
By lunchtime, they were within half an hour of the cottage property, and Shane added it it to the GPS while Ilya was inside a little roadside cafe getting the girls lunch to go with their second birthday cupcake of the day. 
 
“Did you ever think of playing for Ottawa?” Ilya handed Shane a wrapped sandwich when he got back in the car and checked the new route before pulling back out onto the highway. “Is home, yes?” 
 
“It was home, yeah. I grew up there.” The sandwich was sourdough, sprouts instead of lettuce, with tomato and bell peppers, but no onion. Cream cheese, not mayonnaise, turkey and roast beef instead of ham, it was crisp and crunchy and didn’t taste bright like mustard or wet with pickles and soggy lettuce and it was perfect. “But I always wanted to play for Montreal, and even after my contract was up and I was unrestricted, could have played anywhere– I always wanted to play for Montreal.” 
 
“Ottawa could not afford you.” Ilya guessed, and Shane nodded, “Not even close. Especially not after I started winning Cups. After I got hurt,” 
 
He took a bite. Wiped his mouth. “After we figured out I’d never play at the same level again, we talked about taking the pay cut and moving to Ottawa anyway. They were willing to wait through my rehab and I mean,” he smiled, just a little. “Even at half my normal skill level, I’m still damn good. I still would have been an asset to the team. They even approached me about taking on an advisory role, working with the coaches, writing up training programs, that sort of thing.” 
 
“It didn’t happen.” He shrugged, shoulders tense for a few seconds before he relaxed again. “Those were options we talked about until after we figured out the second surgery didn’t fix me. Once it was an issue of another surgery and even then my odds weren’t great… you know.” 
 
Ilya knew. A first surgery was mandatory. A second surgery was supposed to be the solution. A third surgery would have either been a Hail Mary or the proverbial final nail in the coffin of Shane’s career. 
 
“So you came to Montbonne instead.” Ilya finished for him, and Shane nodded, “Yeah. I came to Montbonne instead.” 
 
The road to the cottage was rutted out and rough, lacking years of maintenance since the previous owners had never managed to spend much time on the property and made worse by the spring rains turning the hard packed dirt and rock into slush, then carved deeper by the heavy trucks hauling supplies to and from the lakeside property. Shane winced when the rental car hit a particularly hard bump, and Ilya clicked his tongue, “You will pave this when it is finished?” 
 
“At least get it leveled with good quality rock and maybe chip sealed, yeah.” Shane twisted around in his seat and laughed when he saw Mariya and Nadya bouncing every which way in their car seats, arms flailing exaggeratedly and little voices pitching, “Whoa! Yikes! Whooooooa!” as the car jolted along. 
 
The last corner into the property was worth the bumpy ride, the road narrowing around a stand of tall trees before opening up to a panoramic view of the lake, the forest surrounding the water, and a still in progress building site that would eventually be a cottage. 
 
“Wow.” Ilya put the car in park and peered out through the windshield, whistling softly. “This is beautiful. It looks like the cabin property, yes?” 
 
“Unintentional similarities.” Shane got out of the car and went around to help the girls unbuckle from their boosters. “I bought the cabin because it was isolated. I didn’t care about the lake or the trees or whatever, I just wanted to be out of the city and gone.” 
 
Ilya’s blue eyes flickered sympathetic melancholy, and Shane helped Nadya from the car, then spread his arms wide to encompass the entire view, the cottage framework, the dock jutting out into the water. “This is on purpose. I wanted this land years ago, had the plans drawn up years ago. It was supposed to be my sanctuary, my place to get away from hockey and the stress— I always wanted this.” 
 
“Is interesting.” Ilya hedged as he walked Mariya around the car to join her sister. “The place you planned and the place you disappeared to are almost the same.” 
 
“I guess so.” Shane allowed, motioning Ilya and the girls to follow him across the property to a small, portable building marked ‘Office’ set up closer to the water. “It’s maybe interesting too,” he hung back a step so Ilya could catch up, then met his gaze steadily, “That I didn’t have any interest in getting this place built until after the cabin stopped feeling like a fucking prison.” 
 
“So this is hope.” Ilya inclined his head towards the framework and foundation set into the ground. “This is because you didn’t feel like life was a dead end anymore.” 
 
“Exactly.” Shane nodded, then wet his lips and nodded again. “In February, actually. My Dad told me the property was back up for sale back in August or September but I didn’t care.” 
 
Breathe. “In February, I cared again. Called my mom and told her to figure it out for me and she did. I made some changes to the original plans to make room for everyone,” he glanced over at the girls, then back at Ilya. “And here we are.” 
 
“February.” Ilya nudged a rock out of the way so the girls wouldn’t trip on it as they skipped along behind them. “So after you and I–” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“And before then, you didn’t want–” 
 
“No.” 
 
“How soon after Mariya–” 
 
“About a week.” 
 
“Ah.” Ilya slowed to a stop and Shane stopped too, shoving his hands in his pockets and waiting for the next question. 
 
“It only took a week?” Ilya asked quietly. “You texted me to talk, Mayday was hurt and we skated together, and it only took a week after for you to buy this? To decide it was okay to think about the future and dreams again.” 
 
“Yes.” Shane answered steadily. “We skated together, had breakfast at Jacob’s and a few days later, I was ready to start planning a future and dreaming again. Adjusted all the blueprints bigger cos life is bigger now and got to work.” 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya scrubbed at his mouth and looked out towards the lake, the muscle in his jaw jumping as he clenched his teeth. “Fuck. Shanychka–” 
 
“Mr. Hollander!” The Construction Manager opened the door to the on-site portable office and waved, coming down the steps with a wide smile and speaking in French as he reached to shake Shane’s hand. “Welcome welcome! So glad to see you. I was hoping you would come see the progress.” 
 
“Merci beaucoup.” Shane switched to French too, shaking the Manager’s hand. “This is my partner, Ilya and our girls. I wanted to show them the property. Can I have a copy of the blueprints and design plans to walk them around the project?” 
 
“Bien sûr, oui.” he retrieved the rolled up blue prints and the folder with all the approved layouts and designs and handed them over. “And please, take your time. I am working on invoices and payroll, I will be here for hours. Knock when you are through?” 
 
“Of course. Thank so much.” 
 
The Manager excused himself back to the office with a polite smile at Ilya and a quick wave to the girls, and Shane switched back to English, calling for the twins, “Hey, come see. This is what the cottage will look like when it’s done.” 
 
He spread the blueprints out on a makeshift table made from two saw horses and a sheet of plywood and tugged the girls around the until they were standing looking at the property as if facing the front door. “This is us, right here.” he tapped the page. “So right here?” he pointed out a dozen yards. “That’s the front door.” 
 
“W-W-Why is the paper blue?” Nadya pinched the corner of the oversized charts curiously between her fingers. “I w-want blue p-paper.” 
 
“It’s blue, because they are blueprints.” Shane started to explain, but Mariya interrupted, “What’s a blueprint?” 
 
“It’s a plan for a house. Or in this case a cottage.” He tapped the page again, drawing his fingers along the diagrammed walls, then pointing out to the beginning of the already erected framework. “This tells the construction team what to build and how to build it. Gives them measurements and a map so they can do it right.” 
 
“Oh.” Mariya stood on her toes to see better, lips moving silently as she sounded out some of the words. “This is a bedroom?” 
 
“Yeah, that’s a bedroom and this is a bedroom.” Shane took her hand and dragged it over the paper. “Over here is a bedroom too. Then I’ve got one over–” 
 
“Wh-which one is ours?” Nadya wanted to know. “Wh-where do me and sis-sister sleep?” 
 
“Nadyushka.” Ilya was still stuck on Shane only needing a few days to start planning a future after they had made up, still stuck reeling realizing that Shane had promised he wanted to get out of Vegas, wanted to start over, wanted to be with Ilya and make it work together, and then had made big decisions like building a cottage with room for everyone only a few days after confirming Ilya felt the same way.
 
He muttered, “Nadyushka.” with his tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth and his head spinning because he’d waited for years and wondered for months and still sometimes worried something big or scary or too family committed complicated would come up and Shane might balk over it. 
 
But no. A week. A morning skate, breakfast at Jacob’s, a demand and a promise to always kiss one another good-bye and now Shane was sharing his future with them, bringing them to the place meant to be his sanctuary, sharing blueprints sharing plans, making room. 
 
Fuck. 
 
“Is ah– is rude to try and claim a room.” he tried to say around the lodge of his heart stuck in his throat. “Coach might not–” 
 
“This room is for the girls.” Shane cut him off quietly, holding Ilya’s gaze as he pointed out which of the planned rooms belonged to the twins on the blueprints. “Come on, I’ll show you.” 
 
He took the blueprints with him, holding the plans up so the girls could see as he walked them through the door, through the kitchen and past the framing for a huge fireplace, and down a flight of steps into what would be a fully finished basement level with doors that opened up towards the lake. 
 
“This will be a big playroom.” Shane showed the girls the outlines for a rumpus room, pointing out where he planned to mount a huge TV. “And then here’s a bathroom right here, two bedrooms, then another bathroom and one bigger bedroom at the end of the hall. That one will be yours.” 
 
The girls burst into excited chatter when Shane led them to standing in what would be their room, exclaiming loudly over what kind of beds they wanted, who would get the top bunk, how they would need new stuffies and new books and a whole new closet for cottage clothes. 
 
Ilya snapped a quick picture of Shane and the twins crowded around the blueprints, two little wildly curly heads of hair pressed in close and Shane’s wide smile visible even with his head bent listening, then took a deep breath to steady himself as he sauntered over to join the animated conversation. 
 
“Is a lot of room.” he commented, sliding his hand down Shane’s back to rest at his waist as he peered over his shoulder at the plans, trying to sound nonchalant as he asked, “Where will I sleep?” 
 
“Where ever you want.” Shane shifted his weight back into Ilya’s palm, turning his head so he could almost whisper the words at him. “Where do you wanna be?” 
 
“Somewhere with a view of the lake.” Ilya started thoughtfully, and Shane smiled, “All the rooms have a view of the lake. I’ve got more windows than walls in this thing.” 
 
“Hm. Okay.” Ilya smoothed his hand around and hooked his finger at Shane’s belt loops. “I will need a big bed?” 
 
“This is the only room with bunk beds and trundles.” Shane pointed to the twins’ bedroom, then at the other two guest bedrooms on the downstairs level. “But these will have king beds. There’s also a Murphy bed in the rumpus room.” 
 
“I do not know who Murphy is.” Ilya deflected, and Shane rolled his eyes at him. “I will need an en suite?” 
 
“Ah well that’s a problem.” Shane tsked his tongue faux regrettably. “The only room with an ensuite is my room, and that’s up on the top floor, all the way on the other side of the cottage so I have plenty of privacy from any guests.” 
 
“I will have to share with you, then.” Ilya stepped closer, hugging him from behind and asking soft soft and vulnerable, “Is a problem to share a room at your cottage?” 
 
“Not a problem I ever want to go away.” Shane promised in a matching soft tone, and Ilya dropped a kiss onto his shoulder then turned him into a real one, pushing their foreheads together with his hand at the back of Shane’s neck, fingers brushing the ends of his silky hair. “Shanychka. This is very big. It feels very big. Is not just me, yes? You feel it–” 
 
“I’m gonna jump off the dock!” 
 
“M-me too! Me too! Wait s-sister! W-wait for me too!” 
 
Sank into the intimate, vulnerable moment of whispering about sharing beds and ensuites while walking the blueprints of a cottage that included a designed room for the girls, neither Shane nor Ilya noticed when the twins wandered away to explore, but they certainly noticed when Mariya started shrieking about the dock and Nadya tore off down the gently sloping hill to get to the lake too. 
 
“Girls!” 
 
“Shit!” 
 
The girls were fast, but their Daddy and Coach were much faster and both twins were scooped up and away from the sparkling blue lake and tempting dock well before their little feet even got to the edge of the grass. 
 
“Cottage rules.” Shane told a squirming, fussing Mayday. “You do not leave the grass with out me or your Dad, okay? That means no dock, no lake, no swimming. You guys are land locked loons unless an adult is with you.” 
 
“Land locked loons?” Ilya repeated amused, and Shane huffed, “I’m not allowed to call them grass trapped goblins, they said I can only call them loons!” 
 
“And you will let eight year olds make the rules?” 
 
“Mother–” Shane clamped his hands over Mariya’s ears and scowled at him. “Motherfucker, you’re one to talk. The girls have had four cupcakes so far today!” 
 
“It’s their birthday!” Ilya protested, and Shane just scoffed, “These girls boss you around like they pay your salary.” 
 
“Eh.” Ilya shrugged nonplussed as he let Nadya down, smiling as she grabbed her sister’s hand and promptly went tearing away across the safe grass to explore the trees near the driveway. “There are worse things, I think.” 
 
“Come here.” Shane grabbed for his hands, for his elbows, squeezed Ilya’s biceps then looped his arms at his shoulders to pull him in for the kiss they’d had to pause to grab the girls away from the dock. “Thanks for coming out here with me. I didn’t want you to see the plans or overhear a phone call and think I was planning something away from Montbonne. That’s not what the cottage is. I’m not leaving Montbonne.” 
 
“Shanychka.” 
 
“I just want to make sure you know.” he emphasized, and Ilya pressed in to kiss him slow and sweet and possessive, “Da, ya znayu. I know.” 
 
*****
 
Thursday
 
Thursday morning didn’t require as early a start as Wednesday had, but it was still a seven hour drive from the hotel in Ottawa to Svetlana’s condo in Boston, so the car was loaded up before seven a.m., on the road by seven-thirty. Nadya and Mariya were overstimulated and overtired from an evening spent in the huge arcade and play place, their backpacks full of the useless trinkets and sure-to-break toys they’d won with all their tickets, their tummies so full of pizza and cupcakes and soda that they turned down breakfast and snuggled in to their seats with travel pillows and blankies, blinking sleepily at the movie Ilya put on their tablet and ready to zone out tired for at least a few hours. 
 
“I missed you last night.” Ilya said as they left the big city behind and sped up down the highway leading towards the border. “I was spoiled with a sleepover on Tuesday, sleeping alone again is the worst, I don’t like it.” 
 
“I missed you too.” Shane admitted sheepishly. “I know it would have been weird to sleep in the same bed while the girls were right there just a few feet away in their own bed, but yeah. I was pretty tempted to open the adjoining door between our rooms and come sleep with you anyway. Or ask you to come sleep with me. Though I guess you wouldn’t leave the girls alone in the hotel room."” 
 
“No, I think they are maybe old enough to–” Ilya started to interrupt and suggest that maybe it would have been okay for the twins to sleep in their own room so long as the adjoining door was unlocked and propped open and they could still get to him if they needed anything at all, but he was interrupted by Shane’s phone ringing and they both frowned at the screen, irritated at the intrusion of real life into their little vacation. 
 
“Sorry, it’s the cottage Construction Manager. I got to get this.” Shane answered the phone in French, reaching over to set his hand at Ilya’s thigh and run his fingers up and down the seam of his pants as he chatted back and forth with the manager. 
 
It was a short conversation, Shane was smiling by the end of it, and when he hung up and put his phone away, Ilya wanted to know, “What was that about?” 
 
“He just wanted to make sure I was happy with the progress. He saw us walking around with the blueprints and wondered if I wanted any changes before they get any further along.” Shane turned his phone on silent and settled back into the seat, his hand still comfortably at Ilya’s leg. “He said my Mom doesn’t hesitate to share her opinions, but I seemed more polite than she is and he wanted me to know I could speak up at any time.” 
 
“He said you are more polite than your Mom?” Ilya repeated incredulously and Shane smirked, “Well, not exactly. But the subtext was there. Mom’s been great about making sure everything I want for the cottage is handled, and I really appreciate it. But you know. She’s intense.” 
 
He checked the backseat to make sure the girls had their headphones on and were full engrossed in their movie, then lowered his voice a little and asked, “Hey, so you know the whole thing about how you speak Russian to me and refuse to translate it, but that’s okay cos I like it anyway?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya chuckled. “I do know that whole thing, yes.” 
 
“Okay well.” Shane drummed his fingers at Ilya’s leg. “I do like it. A lot.” 
 
“Da, Shanychka. I know.” 
 
“So I was thinking, maybe.” he cleared his throat. “Maybe you’d like it if I spoke French to you when we’re uh–” another quick check at the back seat. “You know. It would be like you said, things we already say to each other, being honest, all that. But I like how you sound when you speak Russian to me so if you like how it sounds when I speak French…?” 
 
He let the question trail off, his eyebrows raised, and Ilya turned the idea over in his mind for a moment, then replied, “But I do not understand what you are saying when you speak French.” 
 
“And I don’t understand Russian.” Shane returned. “It’s the same thing.” 
 
“If you were speaking French to me though,” Ilya shook his head. “I would not understand if you were uncomfortable. Or if something was too much.” 
 
“Yes, you would.” Shane didn’t so much as blink, entirely confident in his answer. “You would understand me even in another language, you always do.” 
 
“Okay, but,” Ilya’s grip tightened on the steering wheel as he tried to put his immediate uneasiness with the suggestion into words. “I want to understand what you are saying to me all the time. When we are in bed or almost in bed or bent over your desk–” 
 
“Fuck.” Shane flushed and Ilya smiled a little, but insisted, “I always want to know. I need to.” 
 
“What if I said things you’d definitely understand?” Shane seized on another idea. “Like you do with Russian. It’s things you say to me already and even when I don’t understand it, I get it, right? I can figure it out or at least get the feeling of it. I know what you mean. I could do the same for you. Speak French, but only things I’ve said before, stuff I know you’d understand cos of how I kiss you or grab you or whatever.” 
 
“Is different.” Ilya shook his head again. “Shane, I lose my English when I am overwhelmed, when my brain is off and I am only feeling things. No thoughts, everything I say comes from right here,” he tapped at his chest, over his heart. “This space that is yours right here, that is where it all comes from. I lose my English, so it comes out in Russian. But you–” 
 
He stopped when Shane cursed quietly and leaned over the middle console to kiss him, nuzzling at his cheek and pecking the corner of his mouth before kissing his temple. 
 
“I love when you say that.” Shane sat back, readjusting his seatbelt and exhaling noisily. “The thing about the space in your heart that’s mine? I fucking love that.” 
 
“It’s true.” Ilya covered Shane’s hand at his leg, then turned it over to link their fingers together. “But listen. When you speak French, you have to think about it, yes? Is not your first language, so you have to be purposeful about it. Think about the right words.” 
 
“...yes?” 
 
“Okay. So no, then.” he denied firmly. “Any other time you want to speak French to me, fine. I will not understand but it sounds pretty, so okay. You want to seduce me in French, that is good too–” 
 
“Oh my god, please don’t call it seducing.” 
 
“--you want to ensnare me with your wiles–” 
 
“That’s actually worse, thanks.” 
 
“Listen.” Ilya squeezed his fingers. “You want to flirt with me or yell at me or talk yoga to me in French, is fine. But when we are together,” he emphasized. “No. I want to know what you are saying, what you want. I want to know you want me. And I want you only thinking about us. No extra thinking to talk in a second language, no thinking about grammar or anything. I like you with your brain off for sex. Brain off, mouth full. Only us and how good it is and being quiet.” 
 
“That is… weirdly romantic.” Shane decided after a moment. “So okay. I’ll only speak French until the pants come off. How’s that?” 
 
“Good compromise.” Ilya winked at him, relieved Shane hadn’t rejected or been put off by his maybe slightly selfish reasoning. The moments when Shane went quiet trusting, floaty and spacey with his heart shining unfiltered out from his dark eyes were the moments Ilya buried down deep in his favorite memories and he didn’t want anything to change that. “Good boy.” 
 
“Good boy?” Shane flicked him in the ear. “Fuck off.” 
 
“Oooh swear jar, Coach Hollander. Pay up, pay up.” 
 
They were on the other side of Montreal and nearly at the border, lunch eaten and the girls conked out napping with music playing in their headphones before Ilya shifted in his seat and cleared his throat, “Shanychka. We need to talk about the Russia trip this summer.” 
 
“Yeah, okay.” Shane crumpled up his snack food wrapper and dusted his hands off, turning in the seat as much as the seatbelt would allow and hoping the anxious worry tightening in his chest didn’t waver into his words or show on his face. “Let’s– let’s talk about it.” 
 
“When Sveta and I moved from Russia, I promised we would still go back and see her family.” Ilya said first, his voice quiet, shoulders slumped. “She loves her Papa and Sergei is very good to the girls. No matter my feelings for Russia, is not fair for the girls to grow up with no extra family, no Granddad, or to see their Mama lonely and sad because she is so far away from home. And back then I was ready to only do this.” 
 
He motioned to the car, to the girls. “Only this. I did not need to date, did not plan to have a real job. I thought it was okay to stay in Montbonne with the girls and then for the summer, go to Russia. I could do it to make sure Sveta was happy and give the girls time with Grandad. Yes, I hate it there, I hate–” 
 
He stopped. Breathed. Tried again. “We go for six weeks. Two weeks only the four of us exploring different places, sometimes we take the train into the country or visit the parks and museums. Then a month with Sergei. Is good for the girls, they speak Russian the entire time and eat new food, they learn the culture and traditions, Sergei takes them to church to learn the prayers and songs– Russia is only good memories and fun for them and after Sveta did so much for me, is the least I can do for her, right? I have made my peace with it.” 
 
A pause, then, “I… had made my peace with it. But then you came home to Montbonne.” Ilya picked up Shane’s hand, brushing his thumb over his knuckles. “Now you are here and we are together and everything is different. I am not at peace with it anymore.” 
 
“Okay but, it doesn’t–” Shane tried to choose his words carefully. “It doesn’t have to be different just because I’m around. We’ve only been together a few months. I’ve–” he scratched his eyebrow. His eyelid. “I haven’t even been in Montbonne a full year yet. That’s not much time to like– to like switch big family traditions around.” 
 
“Shane.” 
 
“We’re still figuring this out.” Shane kept trying to reason, trying to explain away the panic bubbling nauseating and acidic in his stomach. “Right? We’re taking it one day at a time, making plans to keep the girls’ life as normal as possible while I come around more often, and yeah some things will change right away like me coming on the birthday trip, but that doesn’t mean everything has to change right away. You don’t have to upend summer plans just because–” 
 
“Sveta’s Papa wants us to stay longer this year.” Ilya cut in, and Shane’s mouth click abruptly shut.  “He wants us to come right after school gets out and stay until school starts again. He is old, he misses the girls and Sveta, he has no other family there and his health is getting worse, he does not want to be alone. And Sveta was there for me, put her life on hold when my Papa got worse and worse sick and passed, so I cannot deny her the same support, right? She deserves us with her the way she was with me. I think it is maybe the right thing to do, to give her and the girls more time with Sergei before he is gone.” 
 
“So this year.” The nausea got worse. Shane bit the inside of his cheek trying to stave off the urge to gag. “This summer you’ll be gone all summer. Like three months?” 
 
“Is what Sergei wants, yes.” 
 
“Well, what does Svetlana want?” Shane was almost afraid to ask. “Does she want to be there for three months? What does she think about it?” 
 
“I want to know what you think about it.” Ilya dodged the Svetlana question. “I want to know what you think about six weeks or– or three months. About being apart for so long.” 
 
“I understand you and Svetlana have a special relationship.” Shane started slowly. “Not only best friends but you guys made it through some of the craziest stuff together, leaning on each other. She supported you, was there for you when life went to shit and it’s– yeah, I think it’s the right decision to make sure she can enjoy being a family with her Dad. And it’s,” 
 
He fidgeted with his ear, with the collar of his shirt, rubbed rubbed rubbed at the back of his neck. “It’s important for the girls to know their grandpa. Russia sucks for you, but it’s still home, right? And it connects them to their Grandma Irina? The uh– the language. And the culture stuff. And who knows, if Alexei ever quits being such an asshole, then maybe–” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya made a frustrated noise. “I do not need reasons and practical polite answers. Tell me what you really think. Tell me what you want.” 
 
“What I want.” Shane repeated. “Can I– Can I be selfish about this? About you and us?” 
 
“Please be selfish.” Ilya took his hand, holding tight and murmuring hoarse, “Please be selfish about me, lyubimyy.” 
 
“Okay then.” Shane clasped Ilya’s hand between both of his own and set them tight in his lap. “I don’t want you to go.” 
 
“All summer?” Ilya finished, but Shane shook his head, “At all. I don’t want you to go at all. I don’t want to be apart that long, I don’t want to be apart at all. That’s what I think.”
 
“Shane.” 
 
“Russia sucks, okay?” Shane got a little louder, the words tumbling out a little faster. “It sucks over there and you hate it over there and whatever– it’s whatever about how the girls like Sergei and yeah, it’s important that you support Svetlana like she supported you. It probably is the right decision for you guys to go all summer and spend time with family and I’ll be okay with it, I will make–” 
 
He screwed his eyes shut and forced out a harsh breath. “I will make myself be okay with it. I actually thought I was okay with it up until right now, so that sucks. Shit. But I don’t want you gone all summer. I don’t want you gone at all, but fuck, please don’t be gone all summer. I fucking hate that idea.” 
 
Shane’s eyes were closed so he missed the sheen of grateful tears in Ilya’s gaze, missed the way Ilya’s smile wavered watery and overwhelmed as he kept spouting off selfish and needy about the whole thing, he missed Ilya whispering in Russian, awestruck and overwhelmed because no one had ever been selfish about wanting Ilya, and Shane being selfish about him was balm on the long buried, forever hurt pieces of Ilya’s heart. 
 
“Okay and also.” Shane held Ilya’s hand tight, hunched his shoulders tense. “Baby, I know it’s not Vegas. I know it’s not. But saying goodbye to you in June, knowing you’re in Russia all fucking summer– it’s gonna feel like Vegas. Because that’s what we did every year. Vegas and goodbye and Russia except one time we did Vegas and there wasn’t a good-bye and that was– I can’t–” 
 
He thunked his head back on the seat and tried to laugh, “Fuck, I really did think I was okay with the whole Russia thing. Kept telling you we could talk about it when it came up and it’d be fine, but Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ.”  
 
Ilya looked over at him for a long minute, then cleared his throat and sniffed, and decided, “Okay, I will tell Sveta.” 
 
“You’ll tell her what?” 
 
“That we cannot be in Russia all summer.” The car slowed as they came up on the booths for the border crossing, and Ilya merged into the correct lane for passenger vehicles. “I do not want to be away from you that long either. Or at all. And you are right, this year is not the year to change everything all at once for the girls. Summer vacation is their favorite thing, I don’t want to take that away. But I will tell Sveta no to all summer and when we are home again, we can start planning bigger changes for next year.” 
 
“I don’t want you to change your mind about something big just for me.” 
 
“Why not?” Ilya countered. “Why shouldn’t I change my mind for you?” 
 
“I just–” breathe. “It feels codependent maybe? Like fuck, I still can’t handle anything that reminds me of Vegas, so I want you to change your years long family tradition and you’re going to do it? That feels codependent and that can't possibly be a good thing."
 
“I told you I did not want to go.” he reminded Shane quietly. “I agreed to it for Sveta and because I had nothing else. No reason not to go. But now I have reasons not to go to Russia. Is not codependent to want to stay home with you.” 
 
“Maybe. But–” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya reached into the backseat to get the plastic envelope that held his and the girls’ paperwork and IDs so they could cross the border. “I waited fifteen years to be able to look at you and kiss you and hold your hand without being afraid. I think we should have at least fifteen years to be codependent to make up for all the lost time, yes?” 
 
“I think so. Probably.” Shane finally relaxed, the tense line of his mouth easing into a small smile. “But that means at the end of fifteen years, we’ll just be extra codependent and probably super weird about it. What will we do then?” 
 
“Then.” Ilya rolled down his window as they moved up another place closer to the booth attendant. “You will just be stuck with me.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane pulled out his ID too and handed it over. “There’s worse things, I think.” 
 
Ilya sent him a small smile, holding Shane’s hand for a few seconds before taking the ID. “I think so too.” 
 
*****
 
Boston 
 
“Mama! Mama!” The girls were out of their seats and sprinting for Svetlana just as soon as Ilya put the car in park, and Svetlana laughed in excitement when she saw them, opening her arms wide and hurrying down the few steps from her front door to gather them in tight. 
 
“My birthday girls!” she cried as they threw themselves into her arms. “Let me look at you! Have you grown so much now that you’re eight years old?” 
 
“I did Mama!” Mariya danced in a little circle, stretching up on her tippy toes. “I already grew!” 
 
“M-me too!” Nadya held her arms out as wide as she could so her shirt sleeves stretched off her wrist. “Growing like–like–like a weed! My c-clothes don’t fit!” 
 
“Oh no, what a terrible problem!” Svetlana put her hands on her face and gasped theatrically. “We will have to go shopping first thing in the morning for all new clothes since you’ve grown so much!” 
 
“Yes!” 
 
“Yay!” 
 
“Shopping!” 
 
“I w-want high heels like y-you Mama!” 
 
“I think that big vein in your Daddy’s forehead would burst if I started letting you wear high heels at eight years old.” Svetlana winked at Ilya when she heard him mutter something about red-bottomed heels and bankruptcy. “But we’ll see.” 
 
She straightened up and opened her arms again for Shane when he made it to the front door with their bags. “Hi Coach. Rad tebya videt’, it’s so good to see you. I’m so glad you came along this time.” 
 
“Me too.” Shane put the bags down and folded her into a careful hug. “It’s been a really fun trip.” 
 
“You’re a good sport.” Svetlana made to take the girls small backpacks, and rolled her eyes when Shane pushed her hands away and hefted them again himself. “You cannot tell me two full days in the car with our goblins was fun.” 
 
“Nah, they were angels.” he promised. “Behaved the whole time.” 
 
“I know for a fact those girls have existed on birthday cupcakes and soda for two days.” She countered dryly, “There is no way they were angels.” 
 
“No, they were sugar fueled demons.” Ilya locked the car and walked to the steps with the rest of their bags and what was left of the box of road trip snacks. “But very happy sugar fueled demons, so is all that matters.” 
 
“You both are pushovers and those girls are going to grow up thinking the entire world owes them Princess treatment.” Svetlana warned as she reached to hug Ilya. “Ilyushka, hullo my love.” 
 
“Hello, beautiful.” Ilya squeezed her in close, planting a loud kiss on her cheek. “Sorry we are late. The girls wanted to show Shane the waterfall.” 
 
“The waterfall.” Svetlana smiled to herself when Ilya stepped back from their hug and right into Shane’s side, their hands brushing despite being full of bags. “Which waterfall is that, exactly?” 
 
“All of them.” Ilya answered flatly, “They wanted to show Shane all of the waterfalls. Do you know how many waterfalls are between the border and Boston?” 
 
“I lost count at fifty.” Shane admitted. “Then we had to take a group vote on what actually counted as a waterfall, because the little trickles of water down the rocks were getting insane.” 
 
“Nadyushka was very upset some waterfalls would get their feelings hurt if we decided they were not big enough to be real ones.” Ilya informed her. “Masha argued every decision. Was very fun.” 
 
“Absolute angels, hm?” Svetlana laughed out loud, turning to go up the stairs to the condo and motioning for them to follow. 
 
“Oh absolute angels, yeah.” 
 
The rest of the evening was a whirlwind of unpacking bags, opening the small stack of birthday presents and finishing off the road trip cupcakes, mandatory showers after so many hours in the car and a non stop maelstrom of conversation as the girls switched from topic to topic at lightning speed trying to fill Svetlana in on everything they’d seen and done on the little trip and also every single trinket and prize they’d won at the arcade and oh, did she know what a cottage was? Because Coach was building a cottage and they had their very own room and there was a dock but Daddy said no swimming and they had to be land locked loons…
 
“Your Jane is building a cottage?” Svetlana found Ilya in the kitchen pouring a drink, and she bumped shoulders with him lightly as she squeezed past to get a wine glass. “How exciting.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya checked down the hall to make sure the bathroom door was still closed and Shane was still showering, then leaned back against the counter and nodded. “Apparently is property he wanted to buy years ago, but never did. Now he is ready to buy and build on it.” 
 
“And the plans include you and the girls.” she prodded gently. “Masha keeps talking about blue footprints and I finally realized she meant blueprints. Nadyushka says they have their own room in the cottage?” 
 
“Yes.” Another short nod. “Is meant to be a vacation house. For family.” 
 
“Ah.” She leaned against the opposite counter, head tilted studying him. “What is it, Ilyushka? What are you thinking about that has you so serious. The road trip was fun, yes? And Shane seemed to enjoy it, the girls are very happy. Why are you–” 
 
“Russia cannot be all summer.” he interrupted brusquely, and Svetlana blinked a few times, then took a sip of her wine and nodded, “Okay. Tell me.” 
 
“I do not want the girls to miss out on time with their Granddad and I know I promised you we could always go, I promised we would not erase your family even though my family is–” He made an annoyed motion. “But when we decided to do Russia ever summer, I had nothing except the girls. I was in Montbonne only to live out the years, only to survive in peace and quiet and far away from everything stressful. But now–” 
 
“Now you have your Jane back.” she finished quietly. “And life has changed. I know. I understand.” 
 
“Russia cannot be all summer.” Ilya repeated, then braced himself and forged. “And I do not want to be gone for even six weeks this time. It is too much time away from home, away from Shane and is a long time for the girls to be gone too. They have lots of friends and they miss out on so many things when we are gone. It is harder to adjust coming back every single summer. A shorter trip would give lots of time with Sergei but still give the girls enough summer to be with their friends. You can come to Montbonne for the weekends, the girls can spend long weekends here in Boston with you to fill in the rest of their vacation maybe.” 
 
The next admission was quiet, “You said maybe I could only stay for a little while this summer and you could keep the girls a couple extra weeks, but I am not ready for them to be gone from me for weeks at a time, even if they are with you. That is too much to ask right away, so no. Not this summer. We can work on it over the winter so by next summer I will feel better, but I have only ever been away from them for a day or two at the very most, so is too much to ask right now.” 
 
“Okay.” Svetlana answered simply, and Ilya raised his eyebrows, “Okay?” 
 
“Yes. Okay.” she took another drink of her wine. “I know Russia is hard for you. And I love you very much for all these years you have gone to make me and the girls happy. But you are right, you agreed to all those things, we built this life with you keeping the girls full time and spending all our free time and vacations around doing things all four of us together, but we are not just the four of us anymore, are we?” 
 
She inclined her head down the hall towards the bathroom and Shane. “Now we have Coach. And life has changed for the better. So we can change plans too.” 
 
“Your Papa.” Ilya ventured cautiously. “He will be upset?” 
 
“He will fuss about it.” Svetlana agreed. “But I will tell him the same thing I do when he complains every summer– he can come visit us. We can meet in Paris or Italy or anywhere halfway between Moscow and Boston. He can learn to Facetime to see the girls, he and I already talk on the phone at least once a week. He will fuss, but he will be fine.” 
 
“And you.” He checked in, leaning across the kitchen to hold her hand. “You are okay with it. A shorter trip. You do not think it is selfish of me to want this change?” 
 
“I don’t think shaving a few weeks off an already very long vacation so the girls can spend their summer with friends and we can plan extra weekends together and you also get to spend time with your long lost love is quite the definition of selfish.” her green eyes sparkled playfully at him. “What does your Jane say?” 
 
“He does not want me to go at all.” Ilya admitted. “But he understands.” 
 
“So a shorter trip.” Svetlana didn’t push for more details about Ilya and Shane’s conversation. Ilya was predictably, protectively private about Shane’s feelings and the inner workings of their relationship, and she was well used to it. “Not six weeks. A month, then?” 
 
“A month.” Ilya nodded resolutely, then added, “But if your Papa gets sick and you need to go visit, of course we can change plans or I will go with you or–” 
 
“I know.” There was no doubt Ilya would move heaven and earth to support her through losing her Papa the same way Sveta had supported Ilya through losing Grigori. “I know and we will cross that bridge when we get to it. In the meantime, we will buy tickets for Russia very soon?” 
 
“Soon, yes.” 
 
The shower shut off down the hall, and Svetlana lowered her voice to almost a whisper, “Have you told your Jane about the surprise yet?” 
 
“No, but I will when he is done with the shower.” Ilya’s stomach swooped nervously. “And thank you for helping me with it. .” 
 
“I would do anything for you, Ilyushka.” She crossed the kitchen to kiss his cheek. “Lots of things in our lives have changed, but not that. I promise.” 
 
“I know.” he pressed at her hand. “And I love you.” 
 
“My sweet friend.” Svetlana wiped the print of her lipstick off his cheek with a small smile. “I love you too.” 
 
*****
 
The whirlwind evening ended with Nadya passed out snoring on Svetlana’s lap and Mariya asleep on the floor, face down and drooling into one of her coloring books. Ilya scooped Mariya up and carried her to the little bedroom that was always permanently decorated for the girls whenever they came to visit, and Shane carried Nadya while Svetlana cleaned up the living room and put away what was left of their dinner delivery and snacks. 
 
She went to bed shortly after, hugging both Shane and Ilya before going in to kiss the girls one more time and retreating to her own room, and Shane snagged a drink out of the fridge and tiptoed through the quiet house out onto the back deck to where Ilya was looking out at the stars and having a cigarette. 
 
“Hey. Can I join you?” 
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya stubbed out the cigarette and wafted the smoke away, then opened his arms for a hug, groaning in relief when Shane immediately plastered into his chest, fitting in tight and snuggling in as close as he could with his nose tucked to Ilya’s neck. “Fuck. Hi.” 
 
“Hi.” Shane smiled when Ilya’s strong arms locked down around his waist. “Long few days, huh?” 
 
“Yes.” A long sigh rumbled through Ilya’s chest, vibrating through Shane’s body. “Long days and noisy goblins and too much sugar. Birthday trip is always very fun but I am already tired and is only Thursday.” 
 
“Will we uh–” Shane cleared his throat, trying to figure out how to ask his next question without sounding desperately horny. “Will we stay behind tomorrow morning when Svetlana takes the girls shopping? Or is every activity for birthday weekend a mandatory whole family activity. Cos that would be fine,” he added hastily. “I’m having a great time. I was just wondering.” 
 
“Usually every activity for birthday weekend except spa day is mandatory whole family activity, even though sometimes I get a manicure and pedicure too.” Ilya grinned when Shane’s frame shook with surprised, muffled laughter. “But this weekend, Sveta is taking the girls everywhere by herself.” 
 
“By herself.” Shane pulled back, confused. “What do you mean? I thought we were going to go to the museum, and there was that pottery class and–” 
 
“Sveta planned the whole weekend to be Mommy-and-girls only.” Ilya stated and Shane outright frowned, “Why, though? I thought the whole point was family weekend. That’s why I wanted to come along. I used to be really fucking scared of being a third wheel or–or a fifth wheel or whatever, but it’s been really good to be part of everything. I want to be with–” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya pulled a white envelope out of his back pocket and handed it to him. “Here.” 
 
“What is this?” Shane pried the seal open and unfolded the piece of paper inside. “What, this is–” his frown deepened. “Confirmation numbers, seat assignments. These are plane tickets?” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya watched him closely. “For you and me.” 
 
“What? Why?” Shane scanned the paperwork quickly. “I don’t get it, where are we going–” 
 
He stopped when he saw the destination, and looked up slowly, his dark eyes uncertain. “Ilya?” 
 
“Vegas.” Ilya tapped the page and nodded. “Is time for you and me to go back to Vegas.” 
 
…what?
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
Ilya being very much hearteyed at getting to do boring things with Shane. It really is so intimate to be invited into the mundane of someone's life. Not just 'i want sex and laughter with you' but also 'i want you here while i do laundry and taxes'. Idk. It's beautiful. And not just in a romantic sense, PEAK girlhood (gender neutral) is when we can show up at a friends house and sit in silence while they do chores and we scroll social media, or nap or whatever. It's boring and safe and intimate and beautiful. 
 
Along the same lines-- filling out family calendars together being the thing that ultra super thoroughly seduces Ilya? He literally never stood a chance against Shane's particular brand of sexiness. 
 
Love love the family dinner at the cabin. Shane being nervous and Ilya just happy to be there, Masha and the water bottle incident and all the reassurance of LEARNING that comes along with stepping up as a step parents. Shane's chronic inability to not spoil the girls and how Ilya tries to judge him despite being Mr. Pushover Himself. 
 
Made myself emotional with Ilya clearing out literal space for Shane in the house. There's always been room for Shane, but now there's ACTUALLY ROOM and I'm weepy over it, don't look at me. 
 
Did I age myself with the Mr. T reference? I’m not actually old enough to have watched the A Team when it was airing on TV but c’mon. The line? The hair? The attitude? Iconic. 
 
The girls making Shane a homemade chef's hat is maybe the sweetest thing ever. Quickly overshadowed by the cocoa powder mixer incident, but that's okay. If you've never had a cocoa powder/flour/powdered sugar related incident with a kitchen-aid, are you even a real baker? 
 
The sans latex shower scene was one of the first nekkid scenes I planned for this fic. I didn't know where it was going to go or how they'd get to that point but I knew it needed to happen and tbh I loved how it turned out. 
 
Dorky morning after boys being like "hee hee the shower was so fun." after everything they've been through, they SHOULD get to be giggly over hitting it raw, like good for y'all, you deserve it. 
 
The best (sometimes worst) thing about road trips is the conversations. The open road and car feels like liminal space so big important things feel safe to discuss and I love them talking about everything. It's not all important, some of it's VERY important, it's about Hollanov finally having the time to ramble together. 
 
Love love the idea of Shane modifying the cottage for extra bedrooms/bathrooms– just like with his dishes, planning for if his parents come over, Ilya and the girls and Sveta, the Pikes etc, he is actively building/filling out his life to have room for everyone. Also, Ilya realizing that Shane's decision to move forward with their relationship coincided with his decision to start planning a future again is so beautiful. 
 
Russia Conversation-- I know so many people were worried it would be this big angsty thing, but no. Just honesty. Just working things out together. Realizing that life changes and working to accommodate it but not rushing in and disrupting normalcy for the girls and still honoring promises. Shane asking for permission to be selfish and it healing some of Ilya's hidden sadness to have someone WANT to be selfish for him-- Ilya's acceptance/healing of Shane's hurts tends to happen in big visible ways, but Shane's acceptance/healing of Ilya's hurts is so special because it's all these tiny things and tiny moments that maybe Ilya didn't realize still hurt until Shane makes it better. 
 
Shout out to our Queen Sveta being a ride or die bestie forever. She's so happy Ilya finally has someone and something to look forward to every day. The emphasis is always on Shane finally moving forward/healing enough to find joy in his days, but Ilya burying himself in Montbonne and signing his life over to be 100% the girls and family focused vs Ilya finally wanting to make his own plans and adjust his life more around himself and his own happiness is just as significant a journey. 
 
Coming Up: Viva las Vegas!







      

  












      Chapter 25: Vegas (rewrite the stars)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Remember: What Happens in Vegas, Stays in Vegas! Use the spoiler sparklers when posting about/commenting on the fic for Threads, at least for the first few days so everyone has a chance to read!

Content Warning: Tooth rotting fluff, unbearable smushiness, over the top romance, .3 seconds of the mildest emotional angst (like, if the angst had a spice level, the spice would be flour) and recurring instances of sans-latex nekkidness that take us from the window (literally) to the wall and several places in between.

Important: Thank you and I love y'all to everyone who is along for this ride, I hope this chapter and this point in our Montbonne journey has been worth the wait.








  Friday 
Shane didn’t sleep a wink the night before Vegas. 
The third bedroom in Svetlana’s Boston home was tiny but cozy, sheets crisp and blankets hypoallergenic, the street facing window double paned and thickly curtained to shut out both the noise and the early morning sun. The guest bathroom was fully stocked and welcoming, the thermostat set pleasantly warm without veering towards stifling, the entire set up was nicer than the majority of away game hotels Shane had stayed in over the years and he fully noticed and appreciated the effort Svetlana had put in to ensure his first visit was comfortable. 
But he didn’t sleep a wink. Not a damn bit. Shane spent the entire night laying flat on his back with his hands folded behind his head and eyes open staring at the ceiling partly because he never slept well the first night in a new place, partly because the need to go and cuddle in next to Ilya on the living room couch was the worst sort of urge and itch and buzz under his skin, but mostly because every time the clock ticked over another minute closer to morning, it ticked over another minute closer to Vegas and Shane just– 
– fuck. He just didn’t know what that meant. 
“You look tired, solnyshko.” Ilya had a cup of coffee waiting for Shane in the kitchen when he finally gave up on getting any rest and emerged bleary eyed exhausted from the little bedroom down the hall. “You didn’t sleep?” 
“I slept okay.” Shane lied. Tried to lie. Got halfway through the lie and yawned so wide his jaw audibly popped. “I mean. Um.” 
“You are a bad liar.” Ilya set the coffee cup aside and opened his arms instead. “Come here.” 
“Yeah okay.” Shane closed his eyes before he even made it into the hug, stumbling in Ilya’s general direction and fully trusting Ilya to catch him, guide him, pull him in the last few feet. 
“Mmmfuckyoufeelgood…” he mumbled into Ilya’s shoulder once he was gathered in close and settled snug against Ilya’s broad chest. “Smell like coffee and sweet dreams.” 
“Coffee and sweet dreams.” Ilya chuckled, pressing a fond kiss to the top of Shane’s head as Shane cuddled in deeper to him. “Is a good smell?”
“So good, yeah.” Shane’s arms hung down limp by his sides, his whole weight sagging against Ilya’s frame. “I didn’t sleep at all.” 
“New place, yes?” Ilya smoothed his hands up and down Shane’s back, pressing him tighter in tiny increments. “Hard to sleep when everything is unfamiliar and different. Hard to sleep away from each other. The couch was very lonely without you.”
“It was a good idea to sleep separately in case the girls–” another jaw cracking yawn cut the sentence in half. “In case th’girls needed you. But I didn’t think about – wha’bout if I needed you?” 
The decision to sleep separately at least for the first night in Boston had been made on the drive over, explained and discussed and mutually agreed upon. Ilya knew his girls very well, he knew they would be overtired and overstimulated from the roadtrip, he knew they would fall asleep whenever and where ever their little exhausted bodies decided to quit on them, and he knew no matter how tired the twins were, Mariya tended not to sleep much when she slept somewhere new and Nadya would most likely be non verbal and clingy for the first few hours of vacation. 
The Boston house was fun and Svetlana had bought a three bedroom place specifically to ensure Mariya and Nadya always had a permanent space full of their own toys and blankets, twin beds with canopies and lights and a closet stuffed of clothing. The pantry was stocked with their favorite foods, the streaming services all had kid channels, Svetlana even kept bottles of the same detergent Ilya used so Mariya didn’t panic about her clothes smelling different. 
The girls were always happy to be there, they were never anxious or uncertain about Boston… but it wasn’t home. It wasn’t their day to day routines and second floor goblin kingdom and all the smells and sounds and warmth of the East End home that kept their lives structured and stable. And because Boston wasn’t home, Ilya knew Mariya wouldn’t sleep very well for the first night and Nadya would sleep fine, but would need time in the morning to adjust into the new space. 
So, separate beds and separate sleeping arrangements, at least for the first night. Shane had slept– had tried to sleep– in the guest bedroom while Ilya took over the living room couch with a lamp left on and extra blankets piled on the floor in case one or both the girls came looking for him.
It was just one of those things, one of those single parent kid-centric things that Shane hadn’t ever had reason to consider before Montbonne and Ilya used to worry Shane would see as too much and too inconvenient and too complicated to bother dealing with. 
But, no. 
“Moy koala.” Ilya teased affectionately, the little bit of anxious in his heart easing with Shane’s exhausted but understanding answer. “Did you need me? Are you are bereft of snuggles?” 
“Fuckin’ bereft, yeah.” 
“I will make it up to you.” Ilya promised with another kiss at Shane’s hair. “First coffee, da? Then laundry so we have clean clothes for Vegas?” 
“Uh, yeah.” Shane leaned back to find Ilya’s eyes, brows lowering uncertainty. “But listen. Vegas. What are we–?” 
“Coffee first.” Ilya kissed the tip of Shane’s nose, patted his ass, then reached for the still hot coffee mug and pressed it into Shane’s hands. “Then laundry. Don’t worry about Vegas.” 
“I’ve never not worried about Vegas.” Shane took the coffee but didn’t break eye contact. “That’s basically all I do when I think about Vegas. I worry.” 
“Not this time.” Ilya set his thumb to the corner of Shane’s plush mouth, swallowing hard when Shane automatically turned into the brief touch, following his fingers to nuzzle at his palm. “You don’t have to worry this time. Is okay. I promise.” 
“Ilya.” Shane hadn’t slept a fucking wink and the bone deep weariness came out strained in his words. “Baby, I don’t know if–” 
“Shanychka.” Ilya brought his other hand up to cradle Shane’s face, sweeping lightly over his cheek and up to the tired creases at his eyes. “Do you trust me?” 
“Yes.” Shane didn’t hesitate. “I trust you.” 
“Okay.” Ilya's shoulders slumped grateful, and he leaned in and kissed him. “Spasibo, dorogoy.” 
“I trust you.” Shane repeated, chasing the kiss and lifting his chin so Ilya would come back to his lips. “But–” 
“But?” Ilya waited and Shane opened his mouth. Closed his mouth. 
“But?” Ilya gave him another chance, another minute to speak up, another opportunity to share all the things that had kept him awake nervous all night. “You trust me, that's good. But still tell me, okay? Still tell me why you are worried.” 
“You know what?” Shane inhaled. Exhaled. Made up his mind. “No buts. I trust you and that’s— that’s it.” He wrapped his fingers around Ilya’s wrists, and tip tap tapped a few beats over his pulse. “Here we go. Coffee. Laundry. Vegas.” 
“And you will sleep on the plane so you have plenty of energy for tonight?” Ilya prompted, and Shane smiled ruefully, “I’ve never been able to sleep on planes, so I doubt it, but I’ll try my best.” 
“I will try my best too, yes?” Ilya kissed him again, filtering his fingers into Shane’s hair to hold him close and murmuring against his lips, “To help you sleep on the plane, to make Vegas good, and to keep your trust. I will not mess it up this time.” 
“Okay.” Shane closed his eyes and took a fortifying sip of the almond milk sweetened coffee. “Did you tell Svetlana to get almond milk for me?” 
“Da, konechno.” Ilya pulled away to get his own cup of coffee, adding in a more than generous splash of the ultra fancy, exotically flavored creamer Svetlana had stashed on the top shelf of the fridge. “Of course.” 
“Of course.” Another sip, and Shane sent him a small smile. “Viva Las Vegas?” 
Ilya grinned, his blue eyes sparkling in relief and excitement. “Viva Las Vegas.” 
*****
Mariya wandered out of the bedroom right as Ilya was switching a small load of wet clothes over to the dryer and he called for her, “Masha, baby. Good morning. Coach is in the kitchen with breakfast. Go say hi.” 
“Hi to Coach.” Mariya padded into the kitchen barefooted, her Mama's oversized hoodie swallowing her little body in cloth, the sleeves hanging down past her hands and the hem clear down to her knees. She went right to Shane, tip toeing across the cold floor and squishing her little face into his stomach, holding up a demanding hand for the rest of his bagel. “Please?” 
“Hi to Mayday.” Shane set his hand gently on the silk bonnet protecting her haphazard curls and handed her the last few bites of the bagel. “Here you go.” 
“Spasibo.” Mariya only turned her face enough to crunch through the lightly cream cheese’d bread, leaning her entire slight weight against Shane’s legs. “M’tired.” 
“It’s hard to sleep in a new place, huh?” Shane added another measure of almond milk to what was left of his second cup of coffee and offered it down to her. “I didn’t sleep very good either.” 
“Mmmph.” Mariya gulped noisily at the mostly milk drink and let out a sigh that seemed to come from the very bottom of her bare toes. “I need real breakfast.” 
“Okay.” There was an assortment of danishes, muffins, and fresh bagels from a local bakery spread out on the counter, but Shane took a guess, “Is real breakfast cupcakes?” 
“Yes.” Mariya decided, but just then Svetlana came into the kitchen with Nadya tucked onto her hip and halfway hiding in her shoulder and corrected, “Masha my angel, no. Cupcakes are not breakfast. Only on your birthday and that was two days ago.” 
“Boo Mama.” Mariya un-velcroed herself from Shane’s legs and glommed onto Svetlana instead, wrapping both arms around Svetlana’s waist and following her to the fridge. “Sister. Say hi to Coach.” 
Nadya peeked her green eyes open over Svetlana’s shoulder and sent Shane a very small smile, her fingers uncurling from clutching at her Mama's robe long enough to wave at him. 
“Hey baby.” Shane smiled back at her. “Good morning.” 
“Dobroe utro, Coach.” Svetlana wrangled a hand free from the girls and tapped her lips twice in Shane’s direction. “You look tired. Didn’t sleep?” 
“Don't get me wrong, the room was great–” Shane hastened to politely assure her, but she waved him off, “No, it’s fine. It’s hard to sleep in a new place, Masha is the same. I know. I have under eye patches if you’d like some. Otherwise you will be able to pack all the Vegas clothes in the bags under your eyes, hm?” 
“Wow.” Shane felt under his eyes gingerly. “Uh. Thanks?” 
She laughed good naturedly at him, then turned back to the twins, “Alright my babies. What are we having for breakfast? Fruit? Yogurt? Eggs?”
“Wh-What is Vegas?” Nadya asked as Svetlana set her down. “Why are y-you packing?” 
“I want to go to Vegas.” Mariya took an entire container of cherries and blueberries from the fridge and carried it to the small kitchen table. “What is it?” 
“Vegas is for your Daddy and your Coach.” Svetlana whisked the fruit container away from Mariya and handed her a plate with a normal portion instead, then put a bowl of grapes and a yogurt cup down for Nadya. “They have to go all the way over there while I get to stay with my girls and go to the museum and the science center and then shopping.” 
Shane held his breath wondering if the girls would be upset by the change in plans, but Mariya was busy alternating individual bites of her breakfast while Nadya dumped the yogurt all over her grapes and dove in with gusto, and Svetlana winked at him, “Relax, Coach. There will be a few times this weekend when they might wonder why you and Daddy are not here, but we will be busy having so much fun, they won’t have time to miss you.” 
“I just don’t want them to think,” He sniffed, scratching at his eyebrow. “I don’t want them to feel like their Dad is abandoning them on their birthday to be with his boyfriend. That’s not– that can’t be good, right?” 
“These girls have never felt even slightly lonely in their entire lives, much less abandoned.” She pressed at his arm, then reached around him to get a spoon from the silverware drawer for her yogurt parfait. “And I am their Mama, you know. They are not abandoned when they are with me.” 
“I didn’t mean to suggest–” Shane winced. "i wasn't trying to say--"
"No. Stop." Svetlana clicked her tongue at him, “Trust me, Ilyushka would not have planned this and I would not have agreed to it if we both weren’t perfectly certain the girls would be okay with the change. Honestly, I am more worried about Ilyushka missing the girls so much he wants to Facetime all day. He has only ever been away from them for single nights, never often and certainly not with so much distance, this is very new for him.” 
“We didn’t have to do it this weekend.” Shane tried to counter. “A birthday is important.” 
“Very important, yes.” she agreed. “Birthdays are very fun for the twins and this birthday, it will be so amazing for me to get to have an entire weekend with my babies, an entire girls weekend together for the very first time. I will get to do so many fun things with them and Ilyushka will be able to focus on you, because he does not have to worry about the girls at all. Not about their food, their clothes, if they are homesick, nothing.” 
“After this weekend,” Svetlana raised her eyebrows towards him meaningfully. “It will be easier for him to give the girls more independence, easier to schedule more overnighters or small trips when I can pick up the girls and whisk them away somewhere fun which means he will have time and privacy with you.” 
A beat, then emphatically, “With his Jane. I love how much you love our girls, and Ilya has never once complained about how much the little goblins run his entire life, but being a full time parent leaves very little time to be a person. So since things have changed in our lives,” another meaningful arch of her brow, “we are making changes, too. Simple.” 
“Simple.” Shane blew out a deep breath. “Okay. Okay. It uh– it really does sound simple when you say it.” 
“Plenty of things in life are complicated to the point of sucking.” She held out her parfait to him, fishing out a clean spoon from the drawer. “But this– you and Ilyushka, our girls and our family? Those things do not need to be complicated. I actually refuse to let anything about this be complicated.” 
“You refuse, huh?” Shane took a small bite of the offered parfait, dodging the kiwi and pineapple but scooping up the granola and yogurt. “And that’s that? This isn’t complicated, we’re going to Vegas, everything’s going to be fine, your foot is down, your word is law?” 
“Oh, my sweet Coach.” Her eyes twinkled at him as she took a bite of her own. “I’m so glad you’re catching on.” 
Ilya came to the kitchen door in time to see Shane try to take a bite of the parfait, have his spoon knocked out of the way so Svetlana could stab a piece of banana, then watch them both laugh over it before scooting closer together and leaning against the cupboards so it was easier to share. 
Fuck. Ilya bent to kiss Nadya’s forehead and the top of Mariya’s bonnet, and cleared his throat so he didn’t sound husky emotional over his best friend and his Shane laughing together. 
“Laundry is done. We need to re-pack and get to airport for our flight, da?” 
“Yeah, okay.” Shane took one more bite then washed his spoon in the sink, paused in the doorway to peck a quick kiss on Ilya’s lips, and squeezed by to go pack his bag. 
Ilya wandered over to see what was left of Svetlana’s breakfast, and told her very quietly, “Spasibo, Sveta. Ya tebya lyublyu.” 
“I love you too.” she answered gently. “I hope this weekend is everything you want it to be.” 
“Me too.” Ilya tried to smile over the pounding of his heart. “Fuck. Me too.” 
*****
The non stop flight from Boston to Vegas pulled away from the gate at just after one clock in the afternoon. 
Ilya wasn’t worried about being recognized at the Boston airport, but he thought maybe Shane was worried about it, maybe Shane would hate to be recognized. Not because they were together, but because the last time anyone other than family and friends and Montbonne had seen Shane, he’d been at the top of his game, top of the League, top of the world. 
The general public tended to skew real fucking nosy whenever a former superstar made an appearance out in the real world, and Ilya didn’t care, but he thought maybe Shane would, so he’d arranged for a spot in the ultra private, ultra expensive VIP lounge so they could relax while waiting for their flight, and he’d paid extra for early boarding privileges so they could be settled in their seats and comfortably incognito before the rest of the plane filled. 
Shane had raised his eyebrows at the over the top, over priced VIP lounge, and he’d smiled a little bit when Ilya urged him up to the gate to be first on the plane, but when they made it to their designated first class seats and the flight attendant only smiled in benign politeness when she saw them holding hands, Shane finally rolled his shoulders, shook his arms out and sighed, “Thank you.” 
“Of course.” Ilya bumped his knuckles lightly at Shane’s cheek and gave him a quick kiss. “Is no problem. Do you want to lay here on my lap and rest?” 
“We’re supposed to stay buckled until the plane reaches cruising altitude.” Shane pointed out, and Ilya rolled his eyes, “Yes, okay Mr. Aviation Rules. How about after we reach cruising altitude.” 
“No, I’ll be fine.” Shane covered a yawn with his hand and slumped back into the seat. “I can’t ever sleep on planes, but the seats are comfortable and I’ve got leg room so I'll be fine."  
“You are sure?” Ilya checked in, and Shane sent him a sweet smile, nudging their feet together, “I’m sure. But thanks.” 
Shane had never been able to sleep on planes, but as soon as the captain announced cruising altitude and deemed the passengers free to move around the cabin space, he unbuckled his seat belt and stretched sideways over the seats with his head on Ilya’s lap, Ilya’s hoodie pulled up over his eyes to block out the noise and light. 
“You are going to sleep, lyubimyy?” Ilya slid his hand under the hoodie to rest at Shane’s side, his pinky hooked under the waist band of Shane’s joggers. “Do you want a better pillow?” 
“Not gonna sleep.” Shane mumbled. “Just wanna lay down. S’okay?” 
“Is okay, yes.” 
Shane was very certain he wasn’t going to sleep on the flight to Vegas, but by the time the flight attendant came round with drinks and a menu for the complimentary food options, he was conked out asleep in Ilya’s lap, heavy and warm and damn near comatose. Ilya selected a drink for himself and a water bottle for Shane, then reclined his seat, tucked a small pillow under Shane’s head so his neck didn’t twinge, and settled in with his arm secure around Shane’s side to watch a movie and pass the rest of the flight time in quiet. 
“Folks we’re about to begin our descent into Las Vegas….” The scratchy, crackling speaker announcement from the cockpit woke Shane almost five hours later, and Ilya pressed at his waist gently, spreading his fingers wide and steadying so Shane could breathe through the disorientation of coming out of an unexpectedly long nap. 
“Welcome back, solnyshko.” He rumbled quietly. “How was your sleep?” 
“Holy shit.” Shane’s cheek was creased from the pillow case, his hair spiky from the hoodie and voice croaking hoarse. “Are we almost in Vegas? Did I sleep the whole time?” 
“No, of course not.” Ilya teased him. “You never sleep on planes.” 
“Holy shit.” was all Shane managed as he sat up and clumsily re-buckled into his seat. “Uh, I need–” 
Ilya handed him a bottle of water, and Shane blinked at it, then handed it back. 
“Brat.” Ilya cracked the seal on the bottle and held it out again, pinching Shane’s leg playfully when Shane chugged back half of it in a couple big gulps. 
“Fuck, that’s better.” Shane wiped his mouth and shivered. “Um, any chance there is–” 
Ilya had a bottle of juice too, and he cracked the seal on it before handing it over along with a pre opened package of a high protein snack bar he’d gotten from the lounge before boarding. 
“Thank you.” Shane smiled to himself as he ate the snack. “You spoil me.” 
“You refused to open your own water.” Ilya pointed out dryly and Shane shrugged unbothered, “Cos you spoil me. Thank you.” 
“Vyso chto ty zakhochesh’.” Ilya lay his head back on the seat rest and smiled at him. “Anything you want.” 
Shane wanted to finish his snack, then rest against Ilya’s shoulder and close his eyes again, so that’s exactly what he did as the plane made its way lower towards the Las Vegas airport and the flight attendants came through the cabin to collect trash. Ilya wound their fingers together, kissed the top of Shane’s head and let him have the last twenty minutes or so of the flight to come back to himself as slowly as he needed. 
The road trip had been a lot, the conversations they’d managed over the hours and miles had been a lot, the change in plans from birthday weekend with Sveta and the twins to a surprise trip that would take them thousands of miles West and a decade into the past was a lot. Ilya was glad Shane had slept for a while, and yes there was something there about Shane feeling safe and secure and settled enough to sleep on a plane with Ilya despite never being able to sleep on a plane with anyone else, but mostly Ilya was glad Shane had slept because everything leading up to Vegas had already been a lot–
–but Vegas itself was going to be even more. 
“You still do this?” Shane slanted Ilya an amused if not a smidge exasperated look when they got their luggage at the airport and stepped outside to find a bright yellow Lamborghini waiting, a driver in a crisp black suit and sunglasses holding the keys. “Rent super cars in the most obnoxious possible colors to drive around Vegas?” 
“What if I did?” Ilya challenged. “Are you going to be a wet blanket and rain on my parade and say no because is too impractical?” 
“I mean.” Shane eyeballed the atrociously colored vehicle, the sleek profile and signature details that marked it instantly recognizable and bafflingly expensive. When Ilya had confessed his achingly beautiful small dream of simply driving together back when he’d had his flashy cars, Shane had mourned for the briefest second that they’d never have the chance to be young and dumb and racing up and down the freeway laughing in the front seat of some ridiculous car.
But.
“Is there even room for our bags in there?” he finished lamely. “I don’t know what you have planned for this trip but this seems...extreme."
“Relax, Shanychka.” Ilya bumped his shoulder, then grabbed his hand and towed him past the Lamborghini and over to a less flashy but still luxurious all black Bentley. “I am a middle aged Dad, remember? These days I let people chauffeur me through Vegas instead of trying to outrun the police down the Strip.” 
“Mr. Rozanov?” the waiting driver wore a luxury transport company branded blazer and held out his hand to check Ilya’s ID. “Welcome to Las Vegas. Let me get your bags.” 
“Spasibo.” Ilya opened the back door for Shane with a flourish. “After you, moya lyobov’.” 
“I didn’t mean to sound bitchy about the Lambo.” Shane whispered as they pulled out from the airport and joined the flow of traffic headed for the Strip.
“No, is okay.” Ilya whispered back with a wolfish wink, “This has a divider between us and driver so I can ravish you in back seat. Much safer than trying to focus on keeping a Lambo on the road while you give me road head, yes?” 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane wasn’t about to let Ilya ravish him in the backseat of a Bentley while the driver navigated Vegas traffic, but he did reach over for Ilya’s hand. “What happened to being a middle aged Dad about this whole thing?” 
“You think middle aged Dad’s don’t deserve road head?” Ilya huffed. “Rude.” 
“Oh my god, Ilya.” 
“You are rude, Coach Hollander.” 
“Please stop.” 
Ilya hadn’t been to Vegas in years. Ten years and ten months in fact. He held onto Shane’s hand but kept his head turned looking out the window, craning his neck to see what he could of the buildings, trying to catalogue what had changed from what little he actually remembered of the city outside the casinos and clubs. 
Shane had been to Vegas several times in the previous ten years, most years out of the previous ten years in fact. Three Cup wins, multiple records established, broken and re-established, a litany of awards and honors had ensured Shane was present at almost every single MLH awards banquet, he had been to Vegas plenty of times. 
He hadn’t gone last year. Not 2025. The MLH awards banquet of 2025 had come and gone with everyone wondering what the hell Shane Hollander was up to after getting hurt and retiring, while Shane had been signing paperwork to purchase a cabin up North in a town called Montbonne and making plans to disappear. 
Ilya stared out the window fascinated by and enjoying the passing buildings, the teeming crowds, the noise and clamor and Vegas of it all, pressing at Shane’s hand whenever he saw something interesting and pointing out places he wanted to visit, restaurants he heard were must-try’s, a few shops he wanted to stop in to find presents for the girls and Sveta and oh, he did not know much about Yuna but maybe they could pick something out for her for Mother’s Day, something nice and expensive, did she like Saint Laurent bags? Was she painfully practical like Shane and would only want a small crossbody or did she like the big totes like Sveta so she could keep extra shoes, extra clothes, everything and the kitchen sink inside? 
Shane didn’t bother looking out the window much. He answered Ilya’s random questions, didn’t have much of an opinion either way about which restaurants they ate at, but sure, they could look for something for Yuna even though he was pretty sure she’d carried the same multi-pocketed brown bag since the 90’s, he didn’t know how she’d feel about a giant tote bag, especially a branded tote bag that cost more than most people’s—
–Shane stopped talking when the car slowed to a stop at a red light in front of a familiar hotel, a familiar name, a familiar entrance. 
“Ah.” Ilya stretched across the back seat to look out Shane’s window, humming thoughtfully when he saw the hotel. “Does the League still do the ceremonies at this hotel? All the awards banquets and things?” 
“Uh. No.” Shane shook his head. Swallowed hard. “They switched to an off Strip place back in 2016. One of the big remodeled places. Some of the higher ups in the League had investments in the property or maybe outright owned it or something, I dunno. But.” 
Shit. He shook his head. Swallowed. “N-no. I haven’t been back to this one since uh–” 
“Since you won the 2015 Cup?” Ilya finished and Shane squeezed at his hand, his chest locking down vice tight and his next question coming out strangled, “Ilya, is this where we are staying? Did you book the same hotel? Did you–” 
“Do you want to stay here?” Ilya didn’t look away from Shane’s profile, the panicky thrum of his pulse visible at his throat, the distressed flush in his face, the flutter to his lashes as he scratched scratched scratched at his eyebrow and his eyelid in quick succession. “Do you think is a good idea?” 
Fuck, it hurt Ilya’s heart to see the real time visceral reaction Shane had to just driving past the place, to just sitting in traffic in front of the unobtrusively bland entrance with it’s circular entrance and modestly painted signs. 
The hotel was nothing special, nothing particularly awe inspiring or eye catching like so many others up and down the Strip. It was close enough to the airport to be convenient, the event space on the ground floor was classically appropriate, the view from the rooftop predictably impressive, the hotel blended in with a hundred other similar properties scattered along and off of the Strip, and faded into obscurity against the jaw dropping facades and iconic architecture of the famous brands, it was nothing. 
In the grand scheme of everything Vegas, the hotel was nothing, it meant nothing, it didn’t matter. 
But Shane went stock still staring at it and Ilya held his hand very tight because the unpretentious, unassuming place was very much the supervillain in their story, or at the very least, the supervillain’s lair and they couldn’t come to Vegas without facing it. 
So he gripped Shane’s hand and lowered his voice, “Shanychka. Do you think we should stay here? This is what it will take to finish Vegas once and for all, yes?” 
“I don’t want to stay here.” Shane whispered, and Ilya immediately nodded, “Okay.” 
“I’m sorry.” Shane’s throat clicked dry when he tried to swallow again. “I’m um–” 
“No.” Ilya picked up his hand and kissed his knuckles. “No, is okay.” 
“Being back here with you is already sort of crazy.” Shane tried again, and Ilya soothed him, “I know. Same for me. It is a lot.” 
“And I mean. It’s probably not even,” The light in front of them turned green, but late afternoon traffic was so snarled up, nobody was able to move through the intersection so Shane kept staring. “it’s probably not even the same, right? Everything gets remodeled on the Strip. It looks the same from the outside, but I bet they redid the conference center and the uh– the whole bar area, right? The rooms are definitely different. And they probably don’t even let people up on the roof anymore. Safety reasons or whatever.” 
“Probably yes.” Ilya allowed quietly. “Even though is the same place, everything else is different.” 
“I don’t want to stay here.” Traffic finally started to move, and the strung tight tension in Shane’s body eased by the barest bit. “I mean. If you already booked rooms here then okay. That’s– sure. But I don’t wanna ruin our first trip together by focusing on the past and– and fucking sitting in it. I don’t want to do that.” 
“Okay.” Ilya watched closely as Shane relaxed notch by notch, his habitual scratching slowing down and his jaw unclenching, shoulders dropping. “No sitting in the past.” 
“I said I wanted to be out of Vegas and I meant it.” Determined. “We can banish the Vegas boogeyman or whatever by having a good time, right? Relaxing and being together. We don’t have to do that.” he flicked his hand towards the building as the car moved past the last entrance and kept going. “We don’t have to do that. Okay?” 
“Da. Okay.” Ilya scooted back over to his side of the car and brought Shane with him, wrapping his arm at Shane’s shoulders and holding him close. “I did not book rooms there. I thought about it but,”  he lifted his knee into Shane’s palm when Shane gripped at his leg. “you are right. I would rather have fun and make new memories instead of sitting in the old ones.” 
“Good.” Shane breathed, breathed, breathed in time to the rise and fall of Ilya’s chest against his arm, then asked, “So where are we staying?” 
“Somewhere nice.” Another red light, another crush of too many vehicles crowding the narrow lanes and too many people crossing in herds across the walkways. Ilya reached under his shirt to lift his necklace out and tapped it once, twice to get Shane’s attention. Permission. “I booked us someplace very nice, don’t worry.” 
“I’m not worried.” Shane hooked his fingers in Ilya’s necklace, rubbing his thumb over the t-shirt stretched tight on Ilya’s chest. He kept his eyes open though, watching out Ilya’s window with genuine curiosity now that the unexpectedly tense moment in front of the other place was over. “I trust you.” 
“Good.” Ilya pulled out his phone and double checked check in time, the reservations he’d made for the night, the confirmation details for the special requests he’d made with the concierge desk. “We are almost there.” 
There was the Bellagio, with its easily recognizable design and landmark fountains. The lobby was stunning, the botanical gardens breathtaking even from the quick peek Shane got as they checked in and headed for their room, and though gambling had never interested Shane, the sheer scope of the Vegas casinos was always stunning, the design and decor and dizzying noise of it always a little bit exhilarating even if the exhilaration was ever only a half step away from outright overstimulation. 
“Do you want to gamble tonight?” Ilya asked as the elevator doors opened to let them out on the 24th floor, and Shane snorted, “Are you fucking kidding me?” 
“I did not think so, no.” Ilya unlocked the door to their suite and pushed the door open, motioning Shane through into the brightly lit space first. “And is a good thing, because I made you reservations at the spa.” 
“The spa?” Shane went to the windows first, peering out at the lake and fountains far below. “What spa? Why the spa? What am I going to do at the spa?” 
“I thought a massage, maybe.” Ilya carried their luggage  into the bedroom, raising his voice so Shane could hear him in the living room as he unzipped the bags and started unpacking. “Two days in the car and then sleeping on the plane, you are sore, yes?” 
“I dunno. I guess.” Shane wandered into the bedroom and pushed at the bed, testing the give of the mattress before picking up their toiletries and taking them to the bathroom. He flipped on the lights and whistled exaggeratedly at the huge soaking tub, unnecessarily elaborate light fixtures and ultra fluffy towels. “Are you going to have a massage?” 
“Yours is booked first.” Ilya answered noncommittedly. He came up behind Shane in the bathroom and smiled at him in one of the mirrors, tugging him into a backwards hug and smooshing a kiss to his cheek. “Do you like the room?” 
“It’s nice, yeah.” The room was nice, the bathroom beautiful, the view out the large windows incredible during the day and would only be better at night with the fountain illuminated and the lights from the city reflecting off the water. Shane could have been perfectly happy in one of the non-descript hotels all the way off the Strip and away from the noise, Shane could have even made his peace with staying in the same hotel from 2014 Vegas, but Ilya hadn’t booked that hotel, he’d booked the Bellagio. Not a room mired in old memories, but one where they could make new ones. Not a bare bones room because so long as it had a bed they’d be just fine, not one so over the top they wouldn’t be able to relax for fear of breaking anything. 
Ilya had very obviously put plenty of thought into the trip, from the tickets to the airport privacy and their room to pre-emptively booking Shane a massage to work out the soreness of several days worth of travel, he had even offered Shane the final decision in where they stayed despite already having a reservation and an evening planned.
It was all so much more than just nice that Shane turned from the mirror and dragged Ilya into a real kiss. 
“The room is really fucking great.” Shane drew the kiss out long, covering Ilya’s mouth and molding their lips together, tangling his hands in Ilya’s hair then holding at the back of his neck, at his face and lightly at his throat until Ilya moaned in quiet surprise and curved in a little closer. 
I see you, I see you, I see you. The room wasn’t just nice, it was proof of all the hundreds of little details Ilya noticed and knew and didn’t mind dealing with when it came to Shane, and Shane saw it– I see you–  and loved it, he loved it, he loved Ilya so goddamn much. 
“Shanychka, what–?” Ilya laughed a little bit breathlessly when Shane ran his hands over the stretch of his shoulders and down the plane of his back to palm greedy over his ass. “Bozhe moy, you are very sweet right now, but why–?” 
“The room is really fucking great.” Shane repeated firmly, and that time he saw the flicker of hope in Ilya’s eyes, felt the ripple of relief in his broad frame. “You spoil me. Spoil us. Thank you.” 
“Vsyo, chto ty zakhochesh’.” Ilya promised, and gathered him in tighter, “Anything you want, I am happy to spoil you. Come here.” 
Ilya tried to take control of the kiss then, but Shane didn’t let him. Ilya tried to lick him open and Shane bit him for it, dragging his teeth at Ilya’s bottom lip until Ilya cursed in surprise and then Shane shoved his tongue past Ilya’s lips to deepen the kiss wet on his terms. Ilya brushed his fingers at Shane’s cheekbone and at the corner of his mouth like he was going to slip his finger in alongside their tongues and stuff Shane’s mouth full, but Shane broke the kiss and sealed his mouth to Ilya’s neck instead, sucking a hard bite at the juncture of shoulder and throat and not letting up until Ilya’s knees buckled and they both staggered unsteady. 
“Shane.” Ilya flailed behind him trying to find balance at the bathroom vanity, and Shane followed him back, pinning him to the unforgiving countertop and kissing him again, swallowing the stunned noise Ilya made, then wrenching a different noise right out of Ilya’s chest when he wedged a knee between Ilya’s thighs and rocked purposefully forward grinding against him. 
“Fuck.” Ilya’s hands clamped down at Shane’s hips, his mouth falling open over a ragged breath. “Fuck. Yeshchyo nyet. Not yet, dorogoy. We do not have time to–to– I do not want to rush, so–” 
“Nobody’s rushing.” Shane nuzzled his way down Ilya’s throat, nibbling little bites and tracing the wash of goosebumps with his tongue, lingering over the moles and beauty marks dotted across Ilya’s skin. “But this is a really fucking nice room.” 
“I am glad,” Ilya stammered when Shane sucked at his ear lobe, using just enough teeth to make him shake. “F-fuck. I am glad you like the room. I ah—“ his eyes rolled back as Shane’s hand found its way to his pants, palming over his cock and tugging at the fasten of his pants. “I wanted this to be a good thing for us. Only good memories.”
“We should start with this one.” Shane finangled the button of Ilya’s jeans open and pulled the zipper down. “Do we have time before—“
*brrring brrring* the phone in the bedroom jingle jangled cheerfully and Ilya sighed, “Is the spa calling to make sure you are on your way. I told them to call with reminder in case we were busy.”
“We are busy.” Shane pointed out almost pouting and Ilya chuckled at him, tapping his nose playfully, “So is a good thing they called or you would miss your appointment.” 
Shane’s brow furrowed like he might argue, and in every other moment except that one, Ilya would have ignored the phone call, taken the fine for a no show appointment and very gladly put Shane up on the vanity top to actively and enthusiastically enjoy just how much Shane appreciated the room.
But Vegas was a lot. The night was only starting. They had so far to go between right then in the bathroom and wherever midnight would find them  and Ilya needed so badly for this Vegas to outshine and outlast their previous Vegas that he was almost terrified to change any of their plans.
So, “You will go to your spa appointment.”  Ilya delivered it like an order, cupping Shane’s chin and kissing him firmly,  “I want you very relaxed tonight, yes? That starts with a massage. I will take care of everything else.”
“Okay.” Shane’s dark eyes were soft, his hands tight at Ilya’s waist and kiss bruised lips  parted expectantly, but he nodded in slow agreement. “I’ll get relaxed. Do I have time for a shower? Wash the plane off?”
“A quick shower, yes.” Ilya let him go reluctantly, brushing over his freckles before forcing himself away. “I will unpack easy clothes for the spa?”
“Thanks, baby.”
Shane took a quick shower, staying under the water long enough to wash his hair and scrub the plane ride away, then grabbed a towel to rush and dry off…
… but spied the neatly folded clothes Ilya had put on the vanity for him and slowed down, risked a glance at himself in the mirror and thought huh, then abruptly gathered up his clothes and left the towel behind to walk back into the bedroom and let it all air dry.  
Viva Las Vegas, or whatever. 
“Yes, hi. I want to check on a res–” Ilya was mid conversation, mid sentence, mid syllable when Shane meandered his way stark naked through the big bedroom, and Ilya stopped mid conversation, mid sentence, mid syllable to gawk at him. 
Shane naked was an always always yes, but Shane naked and preening a little bit, a smirk hovering at the corner of his gorgeous mouth and the sunlight streaming through the windows lighting into his eyes, coasting golden and warm over his skin and glittering off the water droplets clinging to his nipples, his fingers, to the tidy curls between his legs and along the curve of his semi plumped cock was oh. 
Jesus Christ, oh. 
The phone receiver creaked in Ilya’s hand as he clenched his fist vying for self control when Shane ran his hand through his wet hair and slicked the damp strands back, then bent at the waist to step one foot at a time into his underwear and take an inordinate amount of time pulling them up his long legs to sit snug over his thighs, ass and waist. 
“Holy fuck.” Ilya muttered, and jumped when the restaurant hostess on the other end of the line queried, “What was that, Mr. Rozanov?” 
“Nothing. Sorry.” Ilya stammered, and Shane– damn his stupid, beautiful face, smirked wider. “Sorry, ah. Just one second.” 
Shane was smirking, but then he was yelping when one of the throw pillows was winged towards him and smacked him right on the butt. “Hey!” 
“Cover up!” Ilya hissed with his eyes wide, a hand over the phone so the hostess didn’t over hear. “Whore!” 
“Whore?” Shane flipped him off. “Asshole. Suck my dick.” 
“Do not tempt me, sweetheart, I am starving for you.” Ilya said it in Russian so Shane didn’t understand exactly what he said, but the way Ilya dropped his gaze to Shane’s cock and ran his tongue over his bottom lip and then over his teeth made his meaning perfectly clear. 
“Mr. Rozanov?” 
“Da. Yes. I am still here.” Ilya pointedly turned his back on the brain melting sight of Shane bare in the sunlight, and he huffed a laugh when the throw pillow bounced off the back of his head when Shane threw it back pouting over having his attempt at seduction be turned down. “I have a reservation tonight for two and I need to make a change to the time, please.” 
Shane was tempted to stick around and be nosy about their dinner reservations, about the menu, about what change Ilya was making and why, but he checked the phone on his time and sighed, then crawled over the bed to budge up behind Ilya and kiss the soft spot behind his ear. “I will see you soon.” 
“Poka, moya lyubov’.” Ilya tapped his lips twice at Shane as he headed out the door. “See you soon.” 
The spa was clear on the other side of the property, tucked away from the busiest parts of the resort and situated above the peaceful botanical gardens. Shane held himself tense hurrying through the chaotic casino, dodging the lit up machines and crush of hopeful gamblers, tilted his head up to admire the soaring ceilings and intricate glasswork of the main lobby ceilings, and finally relaxed enough to breathe once he made it to the spa entrance and was past all the noise, immediately enveloped in the serenity of the purposefully peaceful atmosphere. 
“Hi.” He approached the front desk with a little wave and a polite smile. “I have a massage appointment? Should be under Hollander but um,” he hesitated. “It might be under Rozanov, actually?” 
The idea and implication of checking in as Mr. Rozanov made him a little bit hot, made him a little bit buzzy, and Shane had to fight past it so he could listen listen as the receptionist pulled up the reservation and read off the details. 
“Yes, Mr. Hollander.” she beamed up at him. “I have you scheduled here for a CBD massage, then a bespoke facial with notes to adjust the light therapy techniques to accommodate a few sensitivities you might have, your choice of a body therapy service, and finally a session in our sound healing experience.” 
“A sound healing class.” Shane repeated. “Light therapy techniques? I don’t um–” 
“This is everything that was booked for you.” she pointed out. “And the balance and gratuities have been paid in full. If you don’t like the itinerary, then we could–” 
“Let me just– hold on.” Shane held up his hand so she’d wait, and stepped away to send a text. 
From Jane: I thought the appt was just for a massage.
From Lily: You flashed your dick at me, so as punishment you have to wait longer for sex. 
From Jane: My punishment is a bunch of spa services and a sound healing experience?
From Lily: Yes. 
From Lily: I am very strict. 
From Jane: Oooh I’m shaking in my Chanel boots. 
From Lily: You mean in your ugly Reeboks.
From Lily: But I will take you to the shops tomorrow and buy you Chanel boots if you want. 
From Jane: Ilya. 
From Lily: Shane. 
From Jane: … … … 
From Jane: Fuck. Okay. Thank you. 
From Lily: Be very relaxed, dorogoy. Dinner reservations at eight so take your time. See you soon. 
Back up in their suite, Ilya smiled at the heart text from Shane, sent a quick text to Sveta thanking her for finding the articles on the the spiritual relevance of sound in Japanese culture, then picked up the room phone to call down to the front desk. 
“Hi, is Ilya Rozanov.” he nodded while they answered. “Yes, I am ready to move rooms now, thank you.” 
**** 
Shane spent over four hours being thoroughly pampered in the opulent spa, then another half an hour sank into one of the plush chairs in the relaxation lounge wearing one of the luxurious robes and sipping at a cup of tea. His muscles were loose, he’d been worried the facial would veer towards sensory overload with everything on his face and someone hovering over him, but the accommodations Ilya had requested or most likely insisted on had kept everything firmly in the comfortable range. The body therapy left him mellow, the sound therapy experience had reminded Shane of the very few times obachaan had come to Canada and made okonomiyaki and brought her bell bowls to show him… it was nice. He was thoroughly fucking spoiled and really enjoying it.
“Mr. Hollander.” At some point while Shane was pillowed into the overstuffed chair with his head fuzzy and body liquid, the spa attendant came to find him, clearing her throat apologetically when his eyes opened startled, “So sorry to interrupt your meditation.” 
“Uh.” Shane hadn’t been meditating, he’d been half a notch from fucking floating, but he blinked blinked blinked and nodded. “No, it’s fine. What’s going on? Am I out of time?” 
“No, of course not.” she soothed. The amount of money Mr. Rozanov had put down for the spa experience meant Mr. Hollander was welcome to stay about as long as he wanted, but she only smiled politely and told him, “We have a private shower and dressing room set aside for you to get ready for your dinner reservation.” 
“That’s weird cos I was going to go back to my room to get dressed for dinner?” Shane countered uncertainly, and she shook her head, “We have your garment bag and toiletries set in a private room as requested.” 
“As requested.” he echoed. “Sure. Okay.” 
From Jane: You had my clothes sent to the spa to get dressed?
From Lily: I didn’t trust you not to wiggle your dick at me and distract me again. 
From Jane: Okay, I didn’t WIGGLE it at you.
From Lily: You should have. Would have been fun.
From Jane: Oh my god.
The original Boston plan had included a dress up dinner at Mariya and Nadya’s choice of restaurant, with the rules for the night including the boys in a shirt and tie and the girls in long dresses regardless of whether they went to a top of the line steakhouse or a pizza parlor. It was a birthday tradition, Shane had seen the previous years photos of Svetlana and the twins in princess gowns and Ilya in a suit while eating hot wings or spaghetti or even McDonalds, and Shane had obediently packed his dress pants, a dress shirt and a matching tie so he’d be appropriately fancy for the night. 
The clothes hanging in the private dressing room at the spa were not the clothes Shane had packed. Instead of his practical, attractively tailored dark blue dress pants and simple but crisp white shirt and blue tie, a dark espresso suit and a silky satin white shirt were hanging up waiting for him. Polished shoes, cuff links and a belt were laid out on a nearby chair next to the toiletry bag that included all his skincare, cologne and personal hygiene items, and Shane looked through it all, checked the tags and sizes on the new suit, then dropped into the other available chair and exhaled noisily. 
Fuck. Why did having a real suit to wear in Vegas instead of just dress pants and a shirt suddenly feel like a very big deal?
From Jane: You got me a new suit? That feels weirdly sugar daddy/sugar baby stuff. I have money, I can buy my own suit. 
From Lily: You don’t like it? 
From Jane: I didn’t say that. But it’s tailored? 
From Lily: Only a little. I had them match your sizes/proportion from the clothes you brought. 
From Jane: Why? 
From Lily: Why not? 
From Jane: Are you wearing a suit? 
From Lily: Obviously. Take a very long shower, yes? See you soon. 
“Fuck.” Shane covered his face with his hands, his elbows propped at his knees. “Holy fuck. Okay. Okay okay okay.” 
From Jane: Dinner is 8?
From Lily: Yes. 
From Jane: I’ll be ready. See you then.
*****
Shane was fifteen minutes early for their dinner reservation, but Ilya was even earlier, already standing by the bar with a drink in his hand when Shane walked through the door. 
And, “Holy shit.” Shane came up next to him at the bar and whistled under his breath. “You are insanely hot in that suit.” 
There were better things to say, surely. Better compliments to give, definitely. There were thousands of words that could be strung into hundreds of coherent sentences in a dozen different languages that would have been more situationally appropriate or at the very least, more appreciative and less horny for how fucking stunning Ilya was in the subtly pinstriped suit with a tie notched snug at his neck, but all Shane managed was, 
“Seriously. What the fuck. You are–” and then a stifled groan when even those blunt terms failed him. The fit of the tailored jacket across Ilya’s wide shoulders was incredible, the tuck of it at his waist practically unfair. With his curls and blue eyes and sharp features Ilya could have stepped right off a fashion week runway, but leaning against the bar sipping from a crystal glass he looked like old money, like a Hollywood leading man plucked from the classic films, and all Shane could get out was a half stammered, “Wow.” in response.
Then, “Wow, baby.” Softer. Stunned and a little bit tongue tied over it, but wholly admiring as he pinched Ilya’s sleeve between his fingers, then slid his hand under the structured jacket to rest at his side. “You look amazing.” 
“Yes, I know.” Ilya knew exactly how good he looked, and he grinned as he tossed back the last of his drink, tilting his head back and unabashedly offering Shane a long look at him from the line of his jaw, along his throat and clear down his body. “You like?” 
“So so much, yeah.” Shane had grown pretty partial to Ilya in an apron, Ilya in a snug long sleeve and slutty comfortable jammie pants, Ilya shirtless pantless naked pinning him to the bed, but god damn when Ilya swapped Montbonne comfortable for Vegas glamour he was quite suddenly an entirely different animal and Shane could barely breathe for it. 
Shane very much wanted to drop to his knees and do something about it. 
“You are very pretty tonight, too.” Ilya’s blue eyes sparked like he knew exactly where Shane’s thought process had gone, and he set his empty glass down, then propped his elbow on the brightly polished bar and cocked his head sideways so he could look his fill, nostrils flaring over a harsh breath as he blatantly boldly leered his way down Shane’s body. “You like the suit?” 
“I like it, yeah.” Shane fidgeted with the long cuffs of the silky dress shirt, straightening the hem of the fitted jacket self consciously. “I wasn’t sure about the brown at first, but I like it. And it fits–” 
“Perfect, da? Good.” Ilya lowered his voice, shifted his weight forward and angled his body enough to hide his movements from the nearly full dining room behind them. He set his fingertips lightly lightly at the unbuttoned vee of Shane’s shirt, grazing along the flawless skin showing beneath the creamy silk and scratching his nails prickling at the swell of Shane’s pec, pushing the jacket lapel out of the way so he could watch Shane’s nipple pebble up beneath the nearly sheer fabric in anticipation. Shane’s lips parted over a shocked little gasp, and Ilya smiled, then leaned in to brush his nose at Shane’s cheek and croon into his ear, “Bozhe, kakoy zhe ty krasivyy’. You are so fucking beautiful, Shanychka.” 
“Fuck.” Shane turned towards Ilya helplessly, ignoring the bartender or the maître d' or anyone else who might see. “Ilya.” He pursed his lips chasing the heat of Ilya’s mouth, the rumble in Ilya’s deep voice, couldn’t help swaying forward into the too fleeting warmth of Ilya’s fingers at his chest. “Jesus, what if we just get outta here? Forget dinner, let’s go back to the room.” 
“Dinner first.” Ilya wet his lips slowly, slipping his hand further inside Shane’s shirt to thumb over his nipple. “Then we will–”  
“Hey. Hey. You gotta stop.” Shane said then, and Ilya went stock still, his head jerking up to meet Shane’s eyes. Shane didn’t look worried though, didn’t look angry or uncomfortable, Shane whispered, “Baby, you gotta stop.” and he wasn’t worried or angry or uncomfortable but he was getting hard, thickening up behind the zipper on the well fitted slacks and only a few seconds, a few brazen touches away from being downright indecent in the middle of the restaurant. 
Ilya looked down at the developing situation, looked up at the flush burning pink behind Shane’s freckles and the heat in Shane’s dark eyes, then set his tongue at the point of his teeth and laughed very quietly before agreeing, “Okay. I will stop. Sorry.” 
“You’re not fucking sorry.” Shane whispered, and when Ilya murmured something in Russian as a reply, he shook his head, “I don’t know what you just said, but unless it involved finding a bathroom so I can get on my knees–” 
“Fuck. Okay. Mercy mercy mercy.” Ilya snatched his hand out of Shane’s shirt, smoothing down his lapels and then shoving his hands in his pockets so he wouldn’t keep touching. “You cannot say those things when we have dinner reservations. I will not be able to help myself.” 
“Well, you should have thought about that before you molested my nipple.” Shane huffed. “Don’t talk the talk if you can’t walk the—” 
Shane shut up when the maître d' came to escort them to their seats, and Ilya almost bit through his tongue trying to stop a burble of laughter when Shane shot him a pissy, petulant look over his shoulder as they made their way to the other side of the restaurant and to a table by the windows. 
“How was the spa?” Ilya made every effort to drag his eyes up from the deep vee of Shane’s shirt as they picked up menus and ordered drinks, but the moment the server left, he slouched in his seat enough to bump their feet together under the table and lowered the menu so he could keep enjoying the view. “I asked Sveta to help me pick out services, I did not know what half the words meant. It was good, though?” 
“Really good, yeah.” The view out the window was incredible, the lake and the fountain and the city lighting up in the distance, but Shane didn’t care. Ilya was staring at him and Shane was staring right back, devouring him with his eyes and unable– unwilling– to be subtle about it. “Did I say you look hot yet?” 
“Yes.” Ilya answered amused. “And then you told me to either stop molesting your nipple or take you to the bathroom and put you on your knees because I am too sexy for this and your brain was melting out your ears.” 
“I don’t remember saying it exactly like that.” Shane countered and Ilya nudged his foot, “No, is true. You definitely did.” 
“Whatever.” Shane was still sort of mostly definitely tempted to ditch dinner and find one of the glitzy, glossy, tackily gold-fixture furnished bathrooms to get on his knees and take the edge off the night, but he settled for sliding his hand across the pristine white table cloth and offering his palm up, finger curled hoping. 
Ilya’s eyes went very soft and he took Shane’s hand without hesitating, rubbing his thumb lightly over Shane’s knuckles. “How are you feeling, milyy?” 
“Spoiled.” Shane admitted honestly, “Overwhelmed a little bit. This is a lot. Vegas and the room and the suit and– and all of it. It’s a lot. Not bad,” he assured him with a press at his fingers. “But still. You know.” 
“Is a lot for me too.” Ilya agreed quietly. “But I am glad we are here.” 
“Me too.” Shane was glad they were there in the restaurant holding hands without worrying, glad they were in Vegas together, glad they were anywhere together. After all the confusion, miscommunication and upset of the previous six months, after the anger, tears and distance of the ten years before that, after all the hiding, fear and lies they told everyone and each other and themselves, Shane was really fucking glad to be right there anywhere with Ilya. 
So. 
“Um. Hey.” He sat up in his chair and cleared his throat, wetting his lips nervously. “Baby, listen.” he squeezed Ilya’s hand tighter. “Listen, I want you to know–I wanted to tell you--"
“Dorogoy.” Ilya inclined his head towards the approaching server. “Later, da? I know we have things to talk about, but later. First dinner and our night together, okay? We have time.” 
“Right. Sure.” Everything Shane had been ready to say for weeks lodged at the back of his throat, crowding up behind his teeth and sticking heavy at the roof of his mouth. “We have time.” 
Ilya tapped his lips twice quickly discrete right as the server got to their table, and Shane smiled for it, nudged their feet tighter together under the table and nodded. 
They had time. 
*****
Dinner was easy. Shane ordered entrees that closely aligned with his usual fare and Ilya ordered something wild and expensive, then cajoled and coaxed Shane into trying a few bites just for the fun of it. Drink refills were sparse because the night was still relatively young and neither of them wanted to be drunk too soon and then tired too quickly. The conversation stayed light skipping from topic to topic, the girls and Sveta’s plans to the next trivia night theme, work Rachel had scheduled on the ice rink and the summer menu Ilya was finalizing for the bakery, how Montreal was doing on the ice and whether or not the recently established Utah team was going to come out of the gate strong and run through the playoffs. Dessert was declined, though Ilya tapped the description of some horrifyingly chocolate lava concoction and thought maybe yes for room service later on. 
There was live music in one of the provocatively shadowy martini bars, and Shane rolled his eyes in a token fuss but willingly let Ilya drag him onto one of the curved couches and sit close to sip a drink and savor the smoldering scent of expensive cigars. Ilya leaned in with his lips pursed and Shane started to, “Baby no, I don’t –” but changed his mind mid sentence and met Ilya halfway for a slow kiss, parted his lips and inhaled sharing the heavily spiced smoke. 
“Mmmmgood.” Ilya’s voice rumbled rougher with the heat of the cigar in his throat and Shane whispered, “Fuck.” and came back for another kiss, chasing the heady taste with his tongue, swaying a little on the couch with the hypnotic bass line from the on stage band. 
They went to the botanical garden for the fresh air and the chance to stretch their legs, wandering down the paths hand in hand and sharing a drink, muffling laughter as the liquor and cigar smoke settled into their systems lush and their interested observations on the various art installations derailed towards a contest to find which exotic plant looked the most like genitalia. 
“Whoa whoa wait.” Shane hooked his hand through the crook of Ilya’s elbow and dragged him back out of the way of a proposal, a guy down on one knee and sweating right through his suit as he offered a small ring up to his partner and stammered through a rehearsed speech about wanting to be together forever. Friends and family were taking pictures on their phones, Shane and Ilya clapped politely with the rest of the random onlookers once the answer was yes and the ring was firmly fit onto their hand, then Ilya covered Shane’s hand at his elbow to keep it there, and took him around the crowd and back on the path to continue their exploration. 
“We can go across the walkway.” Ilya pointed to what looked like a bachelorette party dressed in glitter and pink, teetering on their stilettos and all moving towards the pedestrian bridge linking to another resort. “There is a nightclub, we can find a–” 
“Ilya.” By almost midnight, Shane’s eyes were bright with laughter and liquor, his cheeks flushed from a hundred kisses and the anticipation of at least a hundred more before the sun rose. He didn’t want to follow the bachelorette party across the walkway, he didn’t want to get a last minute ticket to one of risque acrobatic shows playing in the small theaters. He flattened his hands to Ilya’s chest, stepped close enough for their shoes to bump and knees to knock and murmured, “Let’s go back upstairs. Take me upstairs.” 
“Pryamo seychas?” Ilya brushed Shane’s bangs out of his eyes, and Shane nodded, “Yeah, right now.” 
“Ah so you do speak Russian now?” he teased and Shane lifted his chin so Ilya’s hand fell to cup his cheek and corrected, “No, I don’t know what you said but I know what I want. So.” 
“So let’s go, then.” Ilya clasped his hand and steered them back towards the casino, back towards their suite. “I will take you upstairs.” 
As soon as the elevator doors closed behind them, Shane pushed Ilya up against the mirrored walls and crowded in to kiss him, slamming their mouths together and popping the button at Ilya’s suit jacket so he could get his hands all over the sinfully tight dress shirt and then all the way under it, crushing and crumpling the material to drag it untucked from Ilya’s pants and out of the way so he could reach skin.
“Shane.” Ilya arched into the grasp of Shane’s big hands at his waist and at his back, chasing the kiss ravenous. “Blyat’, there are cameras.” he shuddered through a bite at the hinge of his jaw. “There are cameras in the elevators.” 
“Mmmmdon’tcare.” Shane yanked at the knotted tie until it loosened enough for him to suck a kiss to Ilya’s throat, to dig his teeth in over Ilya’s pulse and moan when he felt his heart rate skyrocket against his tongue. “They’ve seen worse,” up again to cover Ilya’s mouth, “from uglier people, guarantee it.” 
“Uglier people.” Ilya laughed incredulously. “Bozhe moy, here here here, come here.” He grabbed for Shane’s chin, spread his hand at Shane’s neck, tightened his grip until Shane wrenched back from the kiss gasping for air, his head dropped back and mouth falling open. Ilya whirled them around so Shane was pinned to the wall, knocked Shane’s feet apart and fit in against him tight, and curled his hand around the swell of Shane’s cock in the tight pants, tracing the length of him with his fingers until he found the flared head and the spot of pre-come staining damp through the fabric.
“Oh fuck– fuck Ilya–!” Shane jolted up into his hand, knotting his fingers into Ilya’s curls and stammering, “Yeah yeah yeah, I need you, needyouneedyouneedyou—!” 
Shane’s frantic begging in the small space was loud, the rustle and rasp of stiff clothing against the glossy, reflective walls was loud, the scrape of their shoes on the carpet as they kept rutting pushing rubbing against one another was loud—
–the ding ding ding of the elevator as it rocketed into the teen floors, hit the twenty-something floors and kept going, ding ding ding all the way into the thirty-level floors was loud, and Shane paused when he realized they’d been in the elevator too long, pulled back from a kiss and still Ilya’s hand over his cock when the numbers just kept going. 
“Wait.” he shook his head. “Wait. That’s not– Ilya, where are we going?” 
“To our room.” Ilya left the tempting jut of Shane’s cock and put his hand at Shane’s waist instead, petting soothing circles into his side. “Like you wanted.’ 
“Okay but we’re on the 24th floor.” Shane pushed Ilya back a few steps, and Ilya gave him the space. “We’re on the 24th floor, I remember cos I thought it was funny it used to be my number. I knew you did it on purpose cos it used to be my number.” 
“I did choose the 24th floor on purpose, yes.” The elevator ding ding dinged through the final few floors, then slowed to a stop at the very top. “Then I moved us.” 
“To where?” 
“To the penthouse.” The elevator doors slid open to admit them into a long hallway, dotted with only a few doors and decorated with recessed lights and muted colors, the carpet thick enough to quiet their footsteps so the entire corridor was hushed and private. Ilya stepped out from the elevator and into the hall, then held out his hand for Shane. “Will you come with me?” 
“Ilya.” Shane sagged back against the elevator wall, the whiplash of the heated make out session colliding with the cold reckoning of old memories making his voice faint. “I thought we agreed not to sit in the memories. We decided–” 
“We do not need to be in the exact same room.” Ilya agreed hoarsely. “So this is not the exact same room. This one is safe and new and I will do it all right this time, so when you think of Vegas and the Penthouse and a night when we both wore suits–” 
He motioned to the rumpled silk of Shane’s shirt, to his own unbuttoned jacket. “Is this Vegas and this Penthouse and these suits.” 
“Ilya.” Shane jammed the door open button when they tried to close, but didn’t move from the elevator. “We don’t have to do this.” 
“Vegas is not the– the boogeyman in our story because of the room, Shane.” Ilya kept holding his hand out for Shane, his eyes wide and pleading. “Is only a room, only a building. The scary things, all the bad things that hurt so much and wrecked your heart is about us. It’s me. My fault. What I said and didn’t say and what I didn’t do right that time.” 
“I told you it’s okay.” It was okay, it was okay, Shane didn’t need another apology. “I told you I wanted to get out of Vegas, I said–” 
“I know.” Ilya knew. But, “I want to fix it.” 
“Baby–” 
“You fix things here for me all the time.” Ilya tapped his chest, right over his heart, right where the space that had always been Shane’s had been empty for far too long. “And you don’t even know. You don’t even realize. You take care of my girls and you are not scared of my complicated life and you make it quiet here,” a motion at his temple, “so I can have sick days and bad days and need you. You fix all of those things for me over and over.” 
“Okay. That makes me really fucking happy.” He jammed the door open button again. Still didn’t move. “That makes me really fucking happy, but that doesn’t mean you have to–” 
“I need to fix this for you.” Ilya whispered. “And if you don’t need it fixed for you, well, I need it fixed for me, I need to fix for me, too. And I don’t know how to do that except this way.” 
Shane stared at him, and Ilya swallowed hard, and extended his hand a little bit more. “Do you trust me, Shanychka?” 
“Fuck.” Shane rushed through the doors right as they were starting to close a third time, grabbed for Ilya’s hand and let him yank him out into the hall and into his arms. “Fuck, I do trust you. I do.” 
“Okay.” Ilya cupped his face between both his palms and kissed him for a long moment, pushed closer and rested their foreheads together. “Okay. Spasibo, moya lyubov’. I promise to be very careful with your heart this time. I promise.” 
“Okay.” Shane shivered when Ilya pressed a kiss to the back of his hand. “Okay. Let’s go.” 
The penthouse suite was so opulent it made their previous room seem tawdry, the colors understated but luxury obvious, cream and white and marble everywhere they looked. The carpet in the sitting area was plush, the couch and chairs overstuffed and comfortable, and there was an ice bucket on the four-seater table, an ultra expensive bottle of vodka half buried in the ice with a tray of desserts arranged next to it, everything from what looked like a simple cheesecake to the chocolatey lava cake explosion that Ilya had been so interested in at the restaurant. 
The view from the penthouse was the same view from their lower level suite– the lake, the fountains and the city lights, but from the tip top floor of the Bellagio, the view stretched for miles beyond the Strip and a wall of floor to ceiling windows made it all the more impressive, a beautiful panorama that felt close enough to touch but was far enough away to make the penthouse seem sheltered and private and safe, even with the open curtains and huge sheets of glass. 
“This view is amazing. I can’t believe you got this room. ” He turned around in time to see Ilya pour a measure of vodka into a lowball glass and toss it back straight. “I also can't believe you drink that stuff so easily.” 
“Is very good vodka. Here, taste.” Ilya poured another shot and tossed it back, but held some in his mouth to share as he crossed to the windows and pulled Shane into a kiss. Shane set his suit jacket down, wrapped his hands at Ilya’s biceps and opened to take it, humming over the surprisingly smooth taste and sucking at Ilya’s tongue longingly as they parted. 
“You taste good, Shanychka.” Ilya licked over Shane’s bottom lip to gather a stray drop, then added in soft Russian, “You are perfect, sweetheart.” 
“Keep talking to me like that.” Shane tried to press close for another kiss. “Keep talking like that and kissing me like that, you can keep adding vodka, I don’t even care. Just c’mere.” 
“Not yet.” Ilya went back to the mini bar for another glass and to get a can of ginger ale from the fridge. He mixed a quick drink and carried it over to Shane, pressing it into his hand and holding at Shane’s hips to propel him backwards step by step by step until Shane’s heels knocked at the windows and they couldn’t go any further.
“Stay right here.” Ilya swept his thumbs over the line of Shane’s hip bones, allowing himself only the briefest squeeze at Shane’s rear. “And drink.” 
“Ilya.” Shane gleaned around for a place to put the glass, and tsked frustrated when he didn’t see an easy one. “Put this back on the table, I’ve got other things I’d rather be doing with my hands than holding this thing.”  
“You stay right here.” Ilya punctuated the repeated request with a kiss at the tip of Shane’s nose. "And drink. Please?” 
“Fine.” The ice cold vodka and fizz of ginger ale shocked Shane’s tongue a little, but coated soothing down his throat and he relaxed back against the windows, one arm folded across his body and the other holding the glass up by his mouth so he could keep sipping at it as he watched Ilya putter around the suite adjusting the thermostat and double locking the door, switching on lamps so parts of the huge room was lit in warm pockets of light, other parts covered in shadows. 
“Baby.” Shane tilted his head and smiled indulgently. “Okay, the room looks great, the whole place is great. Now come here again.” he held his hand out, “Come on.” 
He grinned when Ilya finally turned around and moved back towards him, yanking at his tie and unwinding it from around his neck. 
“Oh here we go.” He breathed, fingers tightening on the cup when Ilya paused next to the couch to lay the tie out, then undid the links at the end of his starched cuffs. “Yeah, take all that shit off. You look so good in that suit, but I can’t wait to get you out of it.” 
Shane's eyes widened eager when Ilya started on the myriad of tiny buttons on his shirt, popping them open one at a time from the hollow of his throat down over the expanse of his chest and lower to his abdomen, to his navel, unbuttoning it down to the tucked in shirt tails, then rolling his broad shoulders to shrug it down his arms and all the way off. 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane tipped the glass back for another drink as Ilya made a point of setting the shirt neatly over the back of the couch, not crumpled or balled up wrinkled, but smoothed out neat so it would be easy to put back on a hangar and back into a garment bag. It was exactly the sort of thing Shane would do with his dress clothes if he were the one putting on a strip show while Ilya stood at the windows with a glass of vodka and--
--Wait--
“Oh.” All at once Shane figured it out. “Baby?” 
“Da. Yes.” Ilya confirmed, nodding when Shane’s eyes went wide in belated realization. “Stay there with your drink, dorogoy. Tonight this is for you. I want you to watch.” 
Shane watched Ilya step out of his polished shoes and set them neatly aside. Watched Ilya pull off his socks and lay them on top of the smoothed out shirt. He watched Ilya undo the button of his pants, heard the snick of the zipper teeth as Ilya pulled it down millimeter by millimeter, bit his lip then bit his tongue to quiet a wanting noise when Ilya pushed his tailored slacks off his hips and over his ass, bending forward and showing off the flex of his shoulders, the muscle in his back as he pushed the pants off his legs, then straightened up to his full height to fold them neatly and add them to the pile. 
“Fuck.” Shane gulped when Ilya slid his fingers under the waist band of his briefs and plucked at it almost playfully, tugging the material tight across his cock. “Oh fuck, Ilya. Why–” he dragged his eyes back up to Ilya’s face, swallowing hard when he realized Ilya had been watching him the entire time. “Why did you stop?” 
“You know why.” Ilya’s mouth tilted in a half smile, and he inclined his head towards the bedroom. “Come on.” 
Shane nearly stumbled pushing away from the windows to follow Ilya into the bedroom, and his breath caught loud at the sight of the bed already made up waiting with all the throw pillows propped up so someone could easily sit against them and show off, a chair set up conspicuously obvious front and center a few feet from the bed so someone could sit and watch someone else show off. 
“Holy shit. Is this like–” The glass thunked dully against the nearest table when Shane set it down in a rush. “Do you want me to get on the bed?” 
“No.” Ilya picked the cup up and handed it back to Shane, then clambered onto the bed and situated himself against the propped up pillows, folding his hands in his lap and stretching his long legs out in front of him. “This time you sit in the chair.”  
“The chair. Okay.” Shane dropped weak kneed into the chair and let his legs splay open so he could drag the heel of his hand down his aching cock. “Ilya, are you going to–” 
“Listen.” Ilya instructed, and Shane’s mouth snapped shut. “I told you, this night is for you, Shanychka. I want you to watch.” 
Ilya started slow, his eyes never leaving Shane’s face as he trailed his fingers up his body from navel to chest. Shane shifted on the seat and Ilya drew his fingers up to his throat, tilted his head and rubbed over his neck, traced his mouth and waited until Shane’s lips parted expectantly to lap his tongue out and lick his fingertips wet so a sheen of saliva coated his lips and caught the low lamp light. He gripped at his shoulder, testing the muscle and showing off the bulk of muscle at his bicep when he bent his arm to rub over his heart, tensing his entire body before first sweeping over and then coming back to pluck and pull at his nipples so the muscle in his chest jumped at the pinch of stimulation. 
“Fuck.” Shane pressed unconsciously at his own chest, following the path of Ilya’s hand over his heart and to his nipple. “This– this is all for me?” 
Ilya hummed in wordless agreement, not trusting himself to answer without cracking or wavering affected by the moment. Stripping down almost bare and putting himself on display was more intense than he’d anticipated, more vulnerable than he’d ever imagined. He’d asked– he’d demanded Shane show off for him the last time they’d been in Vegas together, and back then Shane had made it look so easy. He’d driven Ilya right to the brink of insanity with hardly anything at all and Ilya felt clumsy in comparison, felt awkward and uncoordinated and like his planned compensating attempt wouldn’t ever compare to how effortlessly gorgeous Shane had been. 
But he didn’t give up. He had to fix it, re do it, rewrite it, so Ilya pushed past the nearly paralyzing freeze of self consciousness to spread his hand wide over his stomach and arch forward so everything pulled tight. He scratched his nails through the trail of hair leading down between his thighs, then switched to rub his hands down his legs to his knees, digging his fingers into the inside of his thighs and letting his knees fall open on the way back up. He bent one knee out of the way so Shane’s gaze would fall to his legs then up to the vee of his hips, and cupped his hand to fondle and tug at his balls through his briefs, made sure to angle his arm just right so Shane could see his cock twitching as it hardened to full mast. 
“Baby.” The stunned admiration in Shane’s eyes almost undid Ilya right there, and the way Shane jolted in the seat, had to slam his hands down onto the arm of the chair to keep himself still made Ilya quake. 
Shane whispered, “You’re so fucking beautiful.” and the praise sparked so warm in Ilya’s chest, he half wondered if he was glowing from it. 
“Look at you.” Shane kept shifting restless in his seat, the chair legs creaking in protest as he tapped his foot anxiously impatient on the floor, his leg bouncing and fingers drumming at the arm rest. He couldn’t stay still for long, not when Ilya went back to massaging at his chest, lifting into his own hand like he was imagining Shane touching him and Shane hissed out a frantic little breath and copied him, pushing his open shirt aside so he could grope and knead at his own chest, plucking and pulling at his nipples and slumping back in the chair to splay his legs open so Ilya could see how affected he was by the whole thing too. “Holy fuck.”
Ilya took a deep breath and finally finally shoved his hand down the front of his underwear to stroke his cock, thumbing over the leaking slit. He should have worn white, or at the very last maybe something red, anything other than black. He wanted Shane to see the precome seeping through, wanted Shane to know beyond any shadow of a doubt just how easily he turned Ilya on, how quickly he worked him up, how helplessly he was wrapped around his finger and subject to every single one of Shane’s whims, if only Shane would ask him, Ilya would give him every--
“I loved you right here!” Shane suddenly blurted and Ilya froze, his eyes going wide, “...what?” 
“I loved you right here.” Shane said it again, said it a little bit frantic. “That was the only reason I came up to the room. I mean, I know–” 
He shook his head, his hair falling into his eyes with the rushed motion. “No, it wasn’t this room, not this room,” he waved his hand around the penthouse. “But sort of, right? Sort of the same place. It’s the same thing, same type of place and I loved you.”
His voice cracked. Caught. “I loved you so much right,” thump. He banged his fist on the arm of the chair. “Here.” 
“Oh, sweetheart.” Ilya put both hands on the bed, clutching at the blankets tight. “Shane–” 
“No. No listen.” Shane scooted to the edge of the chair, leaning forward begging Ilya to just let him say it, he needed to say it. “I loved you right here and– and I loved you in Sochi, too.” 
He kept talking, the words tumbling out faster and faster, unlocking from his heart and bursting past his lips, “I loved you in the bathroom, too. After six months of you fucking ignoring me, I wanted to be angry and I was, I was so goddamn angry at you and the whole stupid situation but then you kissed me and it– it just didn’t matter. I loved you there and I loved you in that fucking penthouse and I–” 
He sucked in a shaky breath, and nodded nodded nodded, “I never stopped. Baby, I never stopped. It never went away. I was so in love with you back then and I’m still–” breathe. “I am still so in love with you.” 
“Shane.” 
“I have been in love with you since we were kids, this whole damn time, before Vegas and after Vegas and the first time I saw you in Montbonne, I never ever stopped and it– yeah it took me a while to figure it out, but I love you and I dunno why I waited so long to say it.” Shane covered his mouth with both hands, his fingers trembling as he tried to finish without breaking down. “I don’t know why I was scared to say it, but I love you. I do.” 
Ilya had to clear his throat and swallow, clear his throat and clear his throat and try to swallow before he could rasp, “Ah. So you– you lied to me?” 
“What?” Shane blinked at him, his lashes sticking together damp. “What did you say?” 
“You lied to me.” Ilya said again, fighting to get the words past the tears clogging the back of his throat. “The first day in Montbonne at the rink. You said you didn’t love me back then. You lied?” 
“Okay yeah, I lied.” Shane’s smile was watery, but brave. “But you– you lied to me, too. Right? You lied too.”  
“But you lied to me first.” Ilya pushed up onto his knees. “Is a worse sin.” 
“A worse sin.” Shane stood up from the chair, stripping out of his dress shirt and tossing it onto the floor. “Fuck you.” 
“Yes, you want me to fuck you.” Ilya made his way to the end of the bed, walking on his knees and catching himself with his hands when he wobbled on the plush mattress. “I know, you are not very subtle.” 
“Fuck off.” Shane choked through a laugh and Ilya reached out to grab his hands, to grasp his forearms then his elbows to pull him right to the foot of the bed, “No. I won’t. Not when I know you love me.” 
“I do.” Shane was a few inches taller when Ilya was on his knees on the bed, and he bent to push their foreheads together, burying his hands in Ilya’s hair to hold him close. “I love you. 
Ilya closed his eyes and let the words wash over him, then opened his eyes and nudged Shane’s chin up, prompting quietly, “Look at me, Shane. Look here at me.” 
Shane opened his eyes slowly and Ilya kissed the tip of his nose, then murmured, “I love you, too.” He tapped at his chest, right over his heart, right at the space that had always been Shane’s. “Ya tebya lyublyu.” 
“Fuck.” Shane tried to duck his head again, but Ilya caught his jaw and held him up, ordering, “Here, Shanychka. Look at me and listen. Listen.” 
Shane listened. Ilya didn’t let go, didn’t let him shy away, didn’t give any room for a hint of uncertainty or wobble of doubt when he repeated, “I love you, Shane. I loved you right here too, yes? Right here in Vegas and yes in Sochi and yes, before then too.” 
Shane’s whole body trembled through a ragged gasp and Ilya held him tighter, didn’t let him hide from the honesty and promise in his words. “You said you needed me and I loved you and it hurt. Is why I couldn't kiss you good-bye, why I couldn’t ever let you go all the way and why I kept this space right here, your space–” he grabbed Shane’s hand and pressed it over his heart, covering it with his palm and holding tight. “Right here, sweetheart. I kept it. Couldn’t ever let you go all the way because I loved you and it killed me. It killed me.” 
“Does it–” Shane gulped. Sniffed. “Does it still kill you?” 
“Not anymore.” Ilya gentled his hold at Shane’s chin, brushing his thumb over the line of his jaw. “Nyet, milyy. Not anymore. And even when it did kill me, I loved you anyway. Right then and yes, right now. Ya tebya lyublyu, I love you.” 
“Holy shit.” Almost inaudible. “I love you too. I love you so fucking much.” 
“Ya tebya lyublyu navsegda.” Ilya whispered back in the same almost inaudible breath. "Love you forever. So let’s do this right this time, yes?” 
“Yes please.” Shane nodded and let Ilya pull him into another kiss, nodded and followed Ilya onto the bed, crawling towards the headboard while Ilya scooted back towards the pillows, nodded and started pulling at his pants, tugging at Ilya’s underwear, trying to get them both all the way naked, all the way bare. “Please please please. I need you right now. Right now.” 
“Ya znayu, I know, I got you.” Ilya rolled them in the bed so he could lay Shane out on the blankets and cover him in a searing kiss, then worked his way down Shane’s body with his fingers, his lips and then his tongue, mapping across Shane’s chest and down his stomach until he could get his mouth over his cock. Shane cried out needy and Ilya spent another minute nuzzling over him, soaking the expensive pants with his tongue and tracing the length of him with his lips until Shane was cursing, bucking up against him and grabbing for his shoulders, for his hair to beg for more.
“Don’t make me wait.” Shane panted, kicking his legs trying to help Ilya get the fitted slacks and underwear down off his ankles and away as fast as he possibly could. “Been waiting forever for– for–” he lolled his head back moaning when Ilya stopped to hold his left leg and lavish adoration along the scars branded up his leg and branching over his knee, then arced up off the bed shouting when Ilya shifted up to lick at his cock closing his lips sucking at the sensitive tip. “Fuck!” 
“Up like this, come here.” Ilya started to urge him up and over, and Shane gasped out an agreement, carelessly shoving most of the assorted throw pillows off the bed as Ilya manhandled him onto all fours, ass up and knees spread open. 
“Fuck.” Shane buried his face in the bed, clutching at the blankets and trying to hide a flustered blush at being so exposed, but Ilya leaned far over his body and sucked a kiss to his ear, dragging his teeth at the lobe and ordering, “Look at me. At me, Shanychka, right here.” 
Shane turned his head as best he could and Ilya hummed in approval, kissing his neck, his cheek, the corner of his mouth. “Good job. You are okay like this?” 
“M’good yeah.” Shane nodded hurriedly. “So so okay. Need you.” 
“I know, baby.” Ilya rumbled in quiet Russian and sat back on his heels, hands spread wide over Shane’s ass and his thumbs hooked into the cleft between his cheeks, holding him open. “I need you too.” 
The first slow lap of Ilya’s tongue at his hole made Shane’s toes curl on the blankets and he wailed a little bit, wordless and unabashedly needy. Ilya swore, “Fuck, you are perfect,” and went back for more, holding Shane open and licking him loose with pointed pressure and hungry pulls of pursed lips. He’d stashed lube between the mattress and the bed frame when he’d been getting the room ready earlier and found it easily, snicking it open and soaking his fingers so they were slick enough to push past the tight ring of muscle and slide in alongside his tongue. 
Shane tensed at the extra width but Ilya praised, “Doing so good, ty pekrasen, so good for me.” and Shane went limp again, falling deeper into the bed and pushing his ass higher so Ilya could keep twisting and stretching through his core, working him open and coaxing him loose until Shane’s thighs were trembling, chest heaving as he pushed back trying to grind himself on Ilya’s nose. 
“Oh f-fuck!” Shane jerked startled at a firm touch along his perineum, his body clenching down tight when the extra stimulation sparked so sharp it bordered on painful and made his brain white out for a few seconds. “Too much, that’s t-too much!” 
Ilya gentled immediately, still working his mouth and lips Shane’s entrance but easing the pressure at Shane’s perineum then reaching up further to tug and cup his balls, grasping and rolling them in his palm before closing his hand loosely at Shane’s cock and stroking him from base to tip a few times.
“Baby.” that was better, it was better it was better, it was so fucking good, but Shane still whimpered a little, still stuttered teetering on the edge of too much so Ilya slowed down to simply holding him, feeling the heavy cock twitch and flex in his fingers every time he fucked his tongue as deep as he could in Shane’s core and sucked pulling at the loosened rim until finally finally–
“Ready for more?” Ilya leaned back and wiped his mouth, and reached for the lube again. “Ready for me?” 
“So so ready, yeah.” Shane grabbed at his own ass, holding himself open offering and a loud groan punched out of Ilya at the sight. He lurched forward to lick Shane a few more times, not letting up until Shane begged, “Ilya, get in me.” and even then groaning audibly reluctant to leave Shane’s hole and straighten up enough to open the lube again.
Ilya had condoms too, and he made sure Shane could see them as he checked in, “Shanychkya, do you want–” 
“No!” Shane interrupted loudly, then tried against quieter but no less firm, “No. I want you. Just you. Nothing between us anymore, right? Not Vegas, not the bullshit memories, not a condom, nothing. Just you.” 
“Okay.” Ilya kissed the twin dimples at the small of Shane’s back. “Okay. You have me. Just me.”  
He bit back a groan as he slicked up his bare cock, squeezing at the base until he felt in control enough to push inside, lining up the blunt head and nudging his way forward. Shane gripped at the bedspread straining until the first bit of pressure gave and Ilya was suddenly in a few inches, and the rest of the slide was slow, the give of Shane’s body perfect, the heat and clench of Shane’s core driving Ilya to swearing under his breath in English and then again and again in Russian until he bottomed out all the way in. 
“Oh fuck. Fuck.” Shane rubbed his forehead into the blankets panting, his hands clenching and unclenching and fingers tip tapping out an erratic rhythm as he tried to breathe through the burn of being stretched so wide. “Feel s-so fucking full like this, oh my god.” 
“Ty neveroyatnyy.” Ilya gripped at Shane’s ass, then moved his hands to hold his hips instead, leaning over his body and trailing kisses up the length of Shane’s back, following the graceful arch of his spine and deviating to kiss every single freckle and mole and beauty mark he found along the way, laving his tongue over the raised scar on Shane’s shoulder and continuing up until he could kiss at Shane’s throat, further to the soft spot behind his ear. “You are perfect.” 
Shane flailed his hand back reaching for him, searching for him, and Ilya linked their fingers together, putting both their hands back up by Shane’s head so he was half laying over Shane with his bicep flexed, arm braced on the bed so Shane could get his mouth and teeth into his arm if he wanted. 
“Is good, sweetheart?” Ilya asked as he withdrew a little then rocked forward and sank back in. “Right there?” 
“Mmmm…” Shane’s whole body went lax, a tremble rippling through his frame before he settled like putty beneath Ilya’s weight, fully trusting him and already a little bit spacey just from being filled, his cock hanging hard but ignored between his legs because after a few frenetic days and an emotional love confession, it was more than enough– maybe even bordering on too intense to have Ilya all the way inside him and braced everywhere around him. “Ilya…” 
“Da, that’s good.” Ilya spanned his hand at Shane’s back and slid it up to filter his fingers into Shane’s silky hair, holding his head at the bed and sweeping his thumb at his cheek and as he started slow and thrust deep, rolling his hips and easing his cock inch by inch out Shane’s center before sinking back in, angling to drag across his prostate with steady pressure on each stroke. “Fuck, you feel so good, hold me so tight.” 
He left a sharp kiss at Shane’s shoulder, stammering when Shane clenched around him but keeping the same slow rhythm, grinding in against Shane’s rim then easing back, waiting until the fat head tugged wider at his entrance and Shane’s lips parted like he might beg, then filling him deep. 
“Please.” Shane mumbled and Ilya suckled at his ear, set his teeth in bruising a hickey onto his throat and shifting up between his spread knees so the next push of his cock nudged over Shane’s prostate with devastating precision but the return was so slow that Shane had time to take a breath and relax from the jolted arousal, only to gasp and tighten when Ilya found it again, slow retreat and forward pushing over him again, whimpering at being empty until he was stretched wide and split open again. 
“M-more.” Shane needed more but Ilya– oh Ilya needed to stay right there with his arm wrapped around Shane’s chest and his hand over Shane’s heart feeling the beat beneath this palm and the beat against his cock as he sat himself deep enough in Shane’s center to feel every shiver and clench and throb around his length. Shane kept talking, nonsensical and spacey and with his lips moving against Ilya’s arm, his teeth catching every once in a while like he needed his mouth full too, like he needed to be full from both ends and Ilya bent far over his body trying to hear it, his jaw clenched with the effort of going slow, but his heart and head too overwhelmed to rush it. 
But eventually, “Hey I– I need to see you?” the most coherent thing Shane had managed in almost fifteen minutes, and he wet his lips, finding the words and dragging himself from the hazy floaty head space to ask, “Ilya, i need to–” 
“See you. Yes. Come here.” Ilya lay a litany of kisses down Shane’s back in silent appreciation, wholly grateful that Shane had spoke up enough to ask for it. A road trip, a day in Vegas, a love confession– after all that Ilya needed to see Shane’s eyes, needed to be able to inhale him with every kiss and lick the stammered pleas right from his lips, and he pulled out of Shane slowly, groaned at the loss of slick heat while Shane gasped over being empty and rolled him over on the bed so they were face to face. 
“Come here. C’mere, c’mere, c’mere.” Shane made grabby hands for him and Ilya bent to kiss him, lingering over the shape of his lips and moaning around the push of his tongue, but ultimately pulling back far enough to watch. He set his big hands at Shane’s thick thighs and held him open and stared as he sank into him again, wide eyed and slack jawed watching himself disappear into Shane’s body. 
“Fuck, Hollander.” he rasped. “Fuck.” 
“You gotta come here.” Watching Ilya watching them was too much, the haze in Ilya’s blue eyes like he was drunk off the feel of Shane rippling tight around his cock, the way his mouth hung open, tongue at his teeth like it was delicious and gorgeous and addicting– Shane had to kiss him. 
“Come here.” he dragged Ilya down to seal their mouths together, but the quick grab and greedy yank sat Ilya abruptly deeper in his core and they both groaned for it, breaking away from the kiss to gasp for it, and Ilya recovered first, “Shanychka, you take me so good.” but Shane was only a half a breath behind, nodding and clutching at him, “Jesus Christ, you feel so good, so good baby, it’s insane.” 
“Tell me.” Ilya hitched Shane’s knees up higher at his waist and notched in tighter. “Tell me how good it is.” 
They’d been too quiet last time around, everything Ilya hadn’t been able to say and everything Shane didn’t understand had built up walls between their hearts and this time, Ila was determined to erase that memory, determined to banish the memory of the suffocating weighted secrets in his chest, the dark reluctance and black tinted resignation that had seeped ugly into the too few words they’d shared. 
No, this time– “Tell me.” Face to face and sharing kisses, sharing air, Ilya begged Shane to be loud. He fucked him hard, rocking Shane on the bed so every bottomed out thrust pulled a wail from Shane’s chest, made his back bow and breath hitch and begged, “Tell me, sweetheart.” 
“S’good.” Shane mumbled into a kiss full of tongue and teeth and Ilya demanded, “Louder.” then lay down heavy over Shane, groaning, “Da, moya lyubov’, anything you want.” when Shane hooked into his necklace and tried to pull him closer. 
“Come on, harder.” Shane cut his nails down Ilya’s back demanding more more more and Ilya ordered, “Louder.” as he propped his arm under Shane’s shoulder and hammered into him until Shane was babbling, “Fuck– f-fuck! Like that, fuck me like that, holy—!” 
“My Shane, be loud for me.” Ilya grunted as Shane jerked at his cock with uncoordinated, rushed motions, eyes screwed shut and tears glittering at his lashes, kiss swollen lips parted and a flush burned red into his chest, up his neck and rosy into his stunning features. 
“I love you so much.” Ilya panted and Shane’s eyes flew open wide. Ilya nodded frantically and said it again in Russian, “I love you so much, my Shane, my darling, I want you forever, want to be your forever.” 
“Oh fuck, I love you.” Shane whispered, and it wasn’t loud, but it echoed in Ilya’s head all the same, ringing behind his temples and rattling off the walls of his mind until it was all he heard as he sealed their mouths together in a long kiss. 
Then, “Right there, theretherethere gonna cum! Ilya, gonna cum–!” and that was loud, Shane hooked his ankles behind Ilya’s back and tilted his hips up so the angle was just perfectly right and got loud shouting into the huge room as Ilya pounded into him. 
“Need all of you.” The words weren’t enough for how much Ilya wanted to please Shane, how badly he needed to cum, how desperately he needed all of Shane and everything of Shane forever. The words weren’t enough but it was all Ilya had so he littered kisses all over Shane’s face and down his neck to bury his face in the curve of his throat, losing his English so begging in Russian, “I need all of you Shanychka. Please. Please please please.”
Please. 
“Stay in me.” Shane hadn’t even finished all the way, his cock was still spilling over his fingers and onto his stomach when he twisted his clean hand into Ilya’s hair and dragged him down into a kiss, shuddering through the last few spurts and demanding, “Stay in me. Don’t– don’t let go. Need you to stay.” 
“Malysh.” Ilya hips stuttered once, twice and he was cumming, bruising into Shane’s hips as he held him down against the bed and pressed as deep as he could. “Ya s toboy, I am here, you have me, I am yours.”
“You’re mine.” Shane gulped, his hand shaking as he petted obsessive and needy up and down Ilya’s back, pressing him closer at a hundred different little points and skating down low to grip at Ilya’s ass and pull him in tighter. “Fuck. I need you to stay right here and be mine, okay? Don’t leave me.” 
And then softer, his voice cracking over the threat of tears. “Please come back from Russia this time. Come home to me this time.”
“I will.” Ilya set his lips to Shane’s heart, closing his eyes when Shane’s hands landed in his curls clutching him tight. “Sweetheart, I will come home to you.”
“Promise.” Shane ordered fiercely. “Promise me.” 
“I promise.” Ilya eased out of him only enough to scoot lower on Shane’s body and lay heavy against him. Shane welcomed the weight with a grateful moan and lifted his knees to cage Ilya in, wrapping his arms around Ilya’s shoulders and hugging him close. They ignored the mess smearing between their stomachs and the one drying tacky on Ilya’s cock and at Shane’s entrance and lay together for a long time, sweat cooling and heart rates slowing, eyes closed and breathing syncing up calming. 
Then, quietly, “Thank you for this. For insisting on fixing it.”
And quietly, “Thank you for trusting me so I could try.” 
Then whispered, “I love you so much” 
And whispered, "Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu.” 
****
Saturday 
“So.” Shane tipped his head back as far as he could trying to see the top of the Eiffel Tower in front of the Paris Casino, squinting against the mid morning sun. “You never played in a league in Russia?” 
“No, of course not.” Ilya set his hand at the small of Shane’s back, ostensibly to steady him so he didn’t fall right over while gawking up at the tower, but mostly so he could feel the flex and shift of the muscles in Shane’s back beneath his palm. “I was taking care of my Papa, then taking care of my girls. Then moving. And Covid. When would I have had the time to play in a league?” 
“Oh. Right.” They paused to watch a street performer in front of the huge resort, and Shane snapped a picture to send to the twins’ phone while Ilya dug in his pocket for some money to tip them. “I guess that makes sense.” 
“And.” Ilya led Shane around a group of tourists posing by a sign, then took his hand and slowed their pace back to an easy walk. “My head was already in a bad place. Doing something that would remind me of what I lost. What I gave up? That would not be good.” 
“What you gave up.” Shane repeated. “Right. Your career, the freedom of being away from Russia–”  
“You, lyubimyy.” Ilya corrected with a squeeze at his fingers. “I couldn’t be on the ice without thinking about you. Only when the girls were old enough to learn to skate was it easier for me. I could get back on the ice and in the rinks and focus on them instead of making myself crazy thinking about us.” 
“...you didn’t skate until after the girls were old enough to learn?” 
“No.” 
“Oh.” There it was, yet another reminder that Shane’s default assumption of Ilya’s post-Vegas life being easier than his own had been dead fucking wrong. “Oh.” 
He waited until they passed another group of tourists, then pressed at Ilya’s palm, “When we get back to Montbonne, lets go skating.” 
“Da, I would like that.” Ilya smiled over at him. “I would like that very much.” 
Ilya brought up the next topic as they wandered through the gardens and fountain displays at Caesars, brushing his hand along some of the flowering bushes as he asked, “We should change our names in our phones now, hm?” 
“Why would we do that?” Shane had never been great at hiding his displeasure over a shitty idea with anyone, and he was even worse about it with Ilya, not even bothering to try and disguise the immediate irritation in his tone. “I don’t want to do that." 
“But we do not hide anymore.” Ilya pointed out patiently and more than a little amused at the bitchy little scrunch nose Shane sent his way. “And especially once I am home from Russia, there is no reason for pretend names.” 
“I mean, I guess not.” Shane peered over the edge of one of the massive water features, smiling when he saw the glitter of thousands of coins tossed into the pool. “But I like it. Being Jane and Lily was really fucking necessary back then but it was still fun. Then you know,” he blew out a stressed breath, “then it wasn’t fun for a long time, but now it’s fun again. Special.” 
“Special.” Ilya echoed and Shane scoffed at him, “Well, it is to me. If you don’t care, then–” 
“Stop stop, of course I care.” Ilya tugged him in for a quick kiss. “Is special to me too. You will stay my Jane, yes?” 
“Your Jane.” Shane’s irritation faded into a pleased flush tinting light behind his freckles and into the tip of his ears. “Kay. I’m fine with that.” 
“Gross.” Ilya kissed him again. “Come on, we will cross here to go over towards the Venetian. Do you want to go to the wax museum?” 
“Oh fuck, not even a little bit.” 
“You do not want to stand in front of almost too lifelike statues and wonder if they are really alive?” Ilya goaded and Shane rolled his eyes, “Shockingly enough, absolutely not.” 
“Is fair, I am always too scared to look away from them.” Ilya stood a step below Shane on the escalators up to the above street pedestrian walkway. “I am afraid if I blink, that is when they will come alive and kill me.” 
“That’s a really specific fear.” Shane commented over his shoulder and Ilya shrugged, “But one that keeps me safe, yes? I do not blink by the wax statues, they do not come alive and kill me. My plan is working.” 
“Wow.” 
The Grand Canal Shoppes at the Venetian were calm, cool, and quiet compared to the hectic melee of the outside sidewalks, and Shane and Ilya took their time strolling through the elaborately decorated interior corridors, ducking in and out of various stores whenever anything caught their eye. Ilya picked out a new bag for Svetlana and a handful of fun backpack charms for the twins, and Shane made an honest effort to find a good present for Mother’s Day but ultimately was overwhelmed by the extensive, expensive assortment and couldn’t manage to decide on anything. 
“What do you usually get her?” Ilya wanted to know and Shane shrugged, “Usually… a certificate to her favorite spa? Maybe tickets so she and Dad can go on a vacation. I dunno.” 
“You are not very close with her.” There was a giant candy shop outside the shoppes, and Ilya headed there next to find something ridiculously oversized and no doubt wildly over priced for the twins. “Your Mama? You are close with your Dad, though. He is your best friend.” 
“I want to be close with my Mom.” Shane’s eyes widened briefly when he saw the huge gummy bear in the window display of the candy shop. “But we’re so much alike… I guess it’s hard. We get along better now, though.” 
“Now that you are grown.” Ilya guessed, and Shane shook his head, “No, now that I’m with you.” 
Ilya stopped to look at him, eyes clouding with an unreadable emotion and Shane tugged at his hand gently, “The best conversations me and my Mom ever had have been since you and I got back together. I’m happy and that makes her happy and there’s no more secrets, nothing she’s scared to ask me and I can answer her questions honestly because there's nothing I’m scared to figure out for myself anymore. We're alot closer than we used to be."
“Ah.” Ilya nodded slowly. “Well. That is–” 
“Really good, yeah.” Shane kissed his cheek. “It’s really fucking good.” 
“Okay. Good, then.” 
They made it out of the candy shop without anything too ridiculous, and Shane asked as they stopped for gelato at a small stand, “Hey, did you ever say anything to Mariya and Nadya about keeping the boyfriend thing a secret?” 
“No.” Ilya reached for his wallet to pay, but Shane beat him to it. "I did not tell the girls to keep it a secret. Why would I do that?” 
“So do you think,” Shane took a small bite of the mixed berry gelato and made a pleased noise. “Do you think they’re just running around telling people about us?” 
“Why do you ask?” Ilya scooped up a big bite of his triple scoop dessert. “Has anyone said anything to you?” 
“No.”
“Hm. Well.” Ilya took another bite. “There is a chance the girls are telling their friends. But their friends might forget right away because kids are busy, yes? With their imagination and kid sized problems and school. And maybe some kids are telling their parents, but all parents know to take what little ones say with a grain of salt. Sometimes normal sounding stories are all lies and the weirdest stories a seven year old tells you, is true.” 
“Like the the green slime boogers?” Shane chanced, and Ilya laughed at him, “Da, like the green slime boogers. Terrible weird story, absolutely true. Unless someone comes and says something to you, I do not think is a big deal.” 
They walked in comfortable silence for a few minutes, then Ilya checked curiously “If someone askes me about us. What should I say?” 
“That we’re together.” Shane answered promptly. “But you know. Maybe mention we’re trying to be discrete about it or something. We aren’t hiding but I don’t want everyone knowing our business either.” 
“Bad news then.” Ilya clicked his tongue faux regretfully. “Because we live in Montbonne. Everyone knows everyone else’s business.” 
“God, they really do, don’t they?” 
Another few minutes further down the Strip, and Shane announced, “You know, this is another thing?” 
“Another thing like what?” 
“Like small dreams.” Shane clarified. “Like driving together and sleepovers. This is something I always wanted to do with you. Just walk around together and talk. Maybe hold hands, maybe get ice cream or a drink or whatever. Normal couple stuff, but back then it would have felt insane to try and do it.” 
“Hm, yes.” Ilya nodded in agreement, “Would be like Coach Bombay and the Iceland chick. A walk, some ice cream, then your whole team feels betrayed and does not want you to coach the tournament.” 
“Coach Bombay– is that a Mighty Ducks reference?!” Shane laughed out loud at him. “Are you quoting Mighty Ducks to me!?” 
“You know what they say.” Ilya gave his best impression of the worst possible Icelandic accent. “Greenland is covered with ice but Iceland is very nice.” 
“That was so bad.” Shane decided gleefully and Ilya glowered at him, “Is your fault, you know. I was so happy never watching those movies and now I have seen them a hundred times.” 
“Do it again.” Shane goaded. “Do the Icelandic chick accent again.” 
“Oh you like it!” 
“No I don’t!” he protested. “I just want to make fun of you!” 
“You are a lying liar who lies, Coach Hollander.” Ilya scoffed at him. “You love the Iceland chick?” 
“I love you, asshole.” Shane snapped, but his eyes were bright, his smile wide enough to be goofy. “I love you.” 
“Moy koala medvezhonok.” Ilya tossed their gelato cups and leaned in so Shane could hug him into a long kiss. “I love you too.” 
“Hey, do you know what I’ve always wanted to do?” Shane leaned back from the kiss, but didn’t let go of Ilya, leaving his arms looped at Ilya’s shoulders as he craned his neck down the street towards a familiar silhouette. “I feel like it’s probably stupid, but I always thought it would be fun.” 
“Go up in big Ferris Wheel and join the Mile High Club Las Vegas style?” Ilya raised his eyebrows hopefully, and Shane ficked him in the ear, “What? No. That’s weird and I feel like they definitely have cameras in the Ferris Wheel pod things, so definitely not.” 
“Was worth a shot.” Ilya shrugged. “What have you always wanted to do?” 
“Eat at the top of the Stratosphere.” Shane pointed down the street to the iconically shaped tower. “The first time I came to Vegas for a tournament, I was maybe eleven? And I thought it would be so fun to eat in a moving restaurant.” 
“Okay.” Ilya checked the time on his phone, then swiped to open a Vegas reservation app. “Let’s go.” 
“Tonight?” 
“Obviously yes. We are going home tomorrow, so has to be tonight.” he scrolled through the available times and showed them briefly to Shane before picking one. “We will go tonight.” 
“I mean.” Shane hesitated. “It’s probably stupid, though. Or at least nowhere near as cool as I used to think it would be. We don’t have to go.” 
“But we have time to do stupid and maybe boring things together now.” Ilya switched apps to book a car to pick them up closer to dinner time. “So why not?” 
“Okay.” Shane smiled slowly. “Why the hell not? Let’s do it.” 
“We will still be up high enough to join the Mile High Club, maybe?” 
“No, Ilya. That’s gross.” 
*****
The restaurant clear at the top of the Stratosphere wasn’t the same one Shane had heard about when he was younger, rotated far too slow to be anything other than mildly entertaining, and though the views of the city from the top of the tower were certainly breathtaking, the views of the city from their penthouse suite were arguably equally breathtaking so after dinner and drinks, Shane didn’t put up even a token protest when Ilya hustled him into an Uber to get them back to the Bellagio. 
He put up a little bit of a protest when a giggly, gropey elevator ride up to the top floor turned into a soul sucking, knee weakening, footstep stumbling kiss that traveled across the huge suite and ended with Shane’s back pressed to the huge windows, both his wrists held in Ilya’s big hand and pinned to the glass above his head.
“Hey whoa, wait wait wait, Jesus Christ.” Shane untangled from a messy, biting kiss and shook himself free of Ilya’s grabby hands.  “Give me a minute okay? Like– like five minutes. I gotta clean up a little bit then I’ll be right back.” 
“Hurry.” Ilya licked his lips and hauled him back into one more kiss. “Hurry.” 
“Shit. Yeah. I’m hurrying.” 
Shane hurried his way straight to the bathroom and Ilya pushed his sweaty hair off his forehead and chuckled, then picked up the in room phone to call down to the late night front desk attendant and make sure they were still set for both a breakfast delivery and a late check out in the morning. He poured a couple fresh drinks and yanked his shirt off, tossing it carelessly over one of the chairs and kicking his shoes and socks off in different directions. He unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans but left them on, let them slouch low over his hips as he took his drink to the window to watch the traffic and lights and dancing fountains for a few more minutes until he heard the bathroom door open once Shane was ready. 
“Welcome back.” Ilya clapped his hands together delighted when he saw Shane had foregone any unnecessary undressing and had returned with only a towel wrapped around his waist. “You do not need this though.” 
Shane yelped when Ilya thwip! whisked the towel right off him and tossed it over his shoulder to land carelessly on the floor, then yelped louder when Ilya snatched into him a dizzy, pivoting kiss that ended with Shane’s bare ass smooshed up against the window glass. 
“Ilya!" 
“Is cold?” Ilya asked smugly, palming over Shane’s ass and grabbing big handfuls to jiggle. “Okay. I will warm you up.” 
“You’re an idiot.” Shane tried to playfully push him away, but Ilya wasn’t going anywhere. Shane batted at him in a hilariously unconvincing attempt to stop the groping and Ilya just grabbed his wrist and held it tight. Shane’s eyes flickered hot at the restraint, then flickered hotter when his next attempt at shooing Ilya out of his space only ended up with his other wrist held tight in Ilya’s hands and then lifted up above his head so he was pinned between the glass and Ilya’s body. 
“Oh fuck.” Shane tugged at his wrists experimentally, and Ilya waited a beat to see if Shane was really trying to get out, then grinned and pinned him down harder, squeezing at Shane’s wrists and angling in to attach his mouth to Shane’s neck so he could feel Shane’s legs give out from the dual sensation. 
“Oh my god.” Shane was admittedly weak for having his neck kissed, for Ilya’s mouth sliding along his throat and the scrape of blunt teeth at his jaw, predictably interested in the idea of being restrained by someone stronger than him, but honestly sort of shockingly into being naked against the windows while Ilya was still wearing at least some clothes. Ilya nibbled at his throat while squeezing pointedly harder at Shane’s wrists and the noise Shane made would have been embarrassing if Ilya hadn’t echoed it into a slow kiss as he ground forward against Shane’s cock. 
“Holy shit.” Shane shoved his hips forward trying to rut into Ilya’s thigh, craning his neck and turning his head trying to get a real kiss. “Fuck, baby. Take me to bed?” 
“No.” Ilya closed his hand around Shane’s cock and pulled over him a few times. “Right here.” 
“Or like the– the chair?” Shane gulped, his head going a little fuzzy as Ilya kept stroking him. “Couch?” 
“Right here.” Ilya bent almost double to get his lips at Shane’s nipples, pulling each bud into his mouth. “Is good here.” 
“What–” Shane tugged at his hands again, tossed his head back and moaned when Ilya held him tighter. “Wha’dya mean, right here?” 
“I mean right here.” Ilya let go of Shane’s wrists and dropped right to his knees, thudding onto the plush carpet and wrapping his big hands at the back of Shane’s thigh. “Let me fuck you here.” 
“Up against the windows?” Shane squeaked. “Ilya–!” 
“We are up very high.” Ilya pushed his face into Shane’s crotch to huff and nuzzle through the curls at the base of his cock, open mouth inhaling against his skin. “No one will see.” 
“But–”
“Shane.” Ilya stood back up and covered him in a hard kiss, licking past Shane’s lips and deepening it filthy until Shane sagged into him with a throaty, thready moan. 
“Like this, sweetheart.” Ilya kissed him, kissed him, then steadied his hands at Shane’s hip and whirled him around to face the wall of windows with a single, strong jerk. 
“Fuck!” Shane threw his hands up to catch himself and he sucked in a loud breath, eyes going wide once he was looking at the view, all the casinos with their millions of lights reflecting off the lake, the fountains lit up glowing as they shot up into the air in coordinated bursts. From this high it all looked like glitter, like rhinestones and diamonds and stars and Shane spread his fingers on the glass and thought he could feel the hum of the city vibrating up through the windows and into his body. “Holy fuck, Ilya.” 
“Mmm…” Ilya rumbled hungry into his ear and slid his fingers down the cleft of Shane’s ass to rub dry at his entrance. “Yes? Right here?” 
“Fuck.” He set his forehead at the glass and closed his eyes, let the vibration and buzz of it settle into his bones. “Yeah. Yeah okay.” 
Ilya murmured something that sounded like perfect and thank you and beautiful into Shane’s ear as he fumbled in his pants pocket for the lube he’d snagged from the bedroom. “Are you still wet for me, Shanychka?” 
“What the fuck– fuck.” Shane’s face burned red from the question, and he turned his cheek against the cool glass as Ilya pressed up against him from behind, his chest plastered to Shane’s back and lips moving against Shane’s earlobe and down his throat as he kept touching him, circling his fingers dry at Shane’s entrance. 
“Are you still full of me, Hollander?” Ilya dragged the syllables bass pitched and wanting. “Tell me.” 
“Holy shit, Rozanov.” Shane’s body wracked with a desperate tremor and he reached for his cock, smearing pre-come down his shaft and stroking himself a few times. “You better get in me quick or this is gonna be over before it even starts.” 
“You need me very much, dorogoy?” Ilya poured the lube over his hand and brought his fingers back wet rubbing and testing at Shane’s hole. “Is good, because I am very needy for you.” 
“Y-yeah I need you. Need you.” Shane smacked his hand on the glass gasping at the first breach of slick fingers past his rim. Ilya opened him up quickly, thrusting his fingers and twisting his wrist to find his prostate and Shane reached back to tangle his hand into Ilya’s curls, dragging him forward and trying to twist back into a kiss. “Come on. Come on!” 
The night sky was dark outside the windows, the lamps in the suite turned down low so they could see the fountains, but Ilya stretched as far as he could without dislodging from Shane and turned the nearest lamp up brighter so the glass shifted reflective. 
“Ty takoy krasivyy, moya lyubov’.” Ilya stared at them in the window reflection, his chin on Shane’s shoulder and Shane’s mouth open, pink lips parted and eyes closed, lashes dark against his cheek. “Shane, you are perfect, look.” he plunged his fingers deeper into Shane’s center and groaned when he could see Shane’s gorgeous features contort in the glass. “Look look, Shanychka. Look at us.” 
“Ilya.” Shane pushed back into the next too shallow thrust of fingers but didn’t open his eyes. “Baby please.” 
“Look look look.” Ilya ordered and Shane pried his eyes open, forced himself to blink out the buzzy, dizzy headspace and came face to face with himself, with Ilya staring obsessively at him through the reflective glass. 
“Oh my god.” he trembled. “Oh my god.” 
“Look at us. Look.” Ilya wrapped his hand at Shane’s throat, holding him firmly facing forward as he shoved his jeans down enough to lift his cock out and started to push inside, bracing himself against the thick rug so he could fill Shane in a single, relentless push. Shane’s fingers curled, nails scraping the glass and mouth falling open but he didn’t look away until Ilya fit all the way inside him and was grinding at his rim, the rough material of his jeans scratching the back of Shane’s thighs, and Ilya’s blue eyes pinning him in place through their reflection. 
“C’mere. Hold me like,” Shane gulped, his breath coming shallow and lashes fluttering with the weight of Ilya in his core, but he didn’t look away. “Like this?” he took Ilya’s hand from his throat and moved it down his chest, down his abdomen to lay at his stomach. “Hold me like– like–” 
“I’ve got you.” Ilya hugged him in tight, his arm settled like steel around Shane’s waist and hips, holding him steady and holding him solid. “Won’t let you fall.” 
“N-no I know. I know you won’t” Shane squeezed at Ilya’s arm, tip tapping his fingers in a desperate little pattern and pushing his forehead against the glass so he could didn’t have to think about supporting his head or his body or anything, Ilya had him, wouldn’t let him fall, it was good, it was good, it was good. 
One. 
One two three four. 
One two three. 
“Da, Shanychka. I love you too.” Ilya fucked him slowly, shallow thrusts and leisurely building pressure, his arm wrapped tight at Shane’s waist and his free hand pulling over Shane’s cock. Shane kept tip tapping at his arm and Ilya brushed kisses at the back of his neck, up along his throat, at his cheek and the corner of his mouth and kept replying in a mix of Russian and English, “I know, sweetheart. Waited forever to have time like this with you. You are perfect, you are beautiful, I love you too, I love you too.” 
The fountains were still jumping, leaping, dancing to their internal timers far below, the city was teeming with life and overwhelmed with noise, sidewalks crowded and the night just beginning for hundreds of thousands of people, but all the way up in the penthouse, the world was dialed into just them, just their bodies pressed together from toes to shoulders, just the heat of Ilya panting in Shane’s ear and the blissed out, delirious little pleas tumbling from Shane’s lips, please, more, almost, m’close, you feel so good, don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop–
And with a tremor in his voice, a hitch in breath, “You’re mine.” 
“You’re mine.” Ilya fit closer, held Shane tighter, promised over and over and over again, “And I am yours, Shanychka. All yours.” 
“All m-mine.” Shane’s hands were leaving marks on the window, his chest heaving and sweat starting to gather at the back of his neck, slippin down between their bodies, “Fuck. Ilya–!” 
Shane came all over the window, thrusting into Ilya’s fist and spilling across his knuckles, smearing onto the glass and dripping down Ilya’s fingers. Ilya grunted, “Shane.” when the clench and ripple in Shane’s core tipped him over the edge too, and Shane stared wide eyed and stunned at their reflection in the window as Ilya buried himself a half notch deeper and finished inside him, the thick cock throbbing at his rim and Ilya burying his face in Shane’s shoulder to groan through it. 
“Oh fuck.” Shane whispered awestruck. “Ilya, that was– you are–” 
“Moy milyy.” Ilya curled in tighter and kissed Shane’s shoulder, then eased out of him carefully. Shane whined at being so quickly empty, but Ilya hushed him with a kiss on his cheek, turned him around gently so his back was at the window again then went right back to his knees to take Shane’s slowly softening cock into his mouth. 
“Fuck. Fuck, that’s–!” Shane’s knees went weak, but Ilya caught him steady, sucking at him gently with his cheeks hollowed and tongue soft, cleaning the cum and lube off him with contented moans and quietly satisfied little sighs. 
“Baby.” Shane tugged at Ilya’s curls to pull him off when he got too sensitive. “Too much. Too much.” 
“Taste good, sweetheart.” Ilya sat back on his knees and spread his hands at Shane’s thighs again. “Still okay?”  
“Holy fuck, so okay with this, yeah.” Shane whispered down at him, transfixed by Ilya kneeling, his chin lifted and neck bared, the lights reflecting in his blue eyes as he stared up the length of Shane’s body with his red lips parted, an adoring smile tilting the corner of his mouth. “You are really fucking beautiful. I’m– I’m so goddamn lucky.” 
Ilya pressed forward again, tucking his face to the vee of Shane’s hips and closing his eyes, shaking through a contented sigh. “I am very lucky too, Shanychka.” 
*****
“Why did you wait so long to say it? So long to tell me you loved me?” 
After the clothes and towels were mostly gathered up and the windows had been giving a cursory wipe down, Ilya took their drinks to the bedroom and settled in against the headboard and pillows on the bed, tucking Shane in between his knees and against his chest so they could share the drink and let the night wind down with quiet conversation. 
Shane pulled the top coverlet over their bare legs and laps and leaned his head on Ilya’s shoulder, only lifting up to take a small sip of the vodka and ginger ale mixed drink before laying back again. 
“I think…” He slid his hand under the covers to rest at Ilya’s knee, drawing idle little circles with his fingertips. “I think I was waiting for the perfect time to tell you. We never said it before, I didn’t even let myself admit it for a long time, especially not right after you left, so I thought it needed to be a big moment, super romantic or extra special or…” 
He shrugged, shifting on the bed to sit more comfortably between Ilya’s legs. “Then I kept thinking, he knows. He knows I love him. I knew you knew,” he smiled when Ilya dropped a kiss to his shoulder, “so then, I got all in my head thinking I should make it casual and normal, you knew and I knew so it didn’t have to be a big thing, but the more I tried to convince myself it wasn’t a big thing, the bigger it felt and now–” 
Shane huffed a little self deprecating. “I dunno. I’ve never said that to anyone except my family and like, Hayden. I didn’t know how to say it to you. I just knew I needed you to know I meant it. No second guessing or worrying. I wanted to say it when you knew I meant it, so then I practiced saying it trying to figure out exactly the right way to–” 
“I know.” Ilya cut in quietly, and Shane angled his head trying to turn and look at him, “What do you mean, you know? You knew I loved you?” 
“Yes. I knew that of course.” Another sweet kiss to Shane’s shoulder, then one at his neck for good measure. “But I know you were practicing saying it. I heard you.” 
“You heard me.” Shane repeated flatly, and said it again worried, “You heard me? Did you get sad that I wasn’t brave enough to–” 
“No.” Ilya interrupted again, stopping that train of thought before it wound Shane up anxious. “No, nothing like that. I knew you would say it when you were ready, so was okay.” 
“Huh.” Shane plucked at the blanket fidgeting. “Well, which one did you like the most?” 
“What do you mean?” Ilya passed him the cup, and leaned back into the pillows, bringing Shane back with him so they were almost laying down together. 
“You heard me practice saying I love you a bunch of times.” Shane emptied the glass and leaned over to put it on the side table, then turned a little and snuggled into Ilya’s arms. “So which is the one I should have said for real, which one did you like the most?” 
“Ah.” Ilya drew his fingers up and down Shane’s arm gently, pausing to cover the scar at his shoulder with his palm for a protective few seconds before tracking back down. “I liked the first time you said it when I was sick. You thought I was sleeping,” Shane’s eyes went wide. “But I wasn’t. I heard you.” 
“Oh.” 
“And I liked when you say it on me,” Ilya rubbed at Shane’s cheek with his thumb, miming where Shane had mouthed the words so many times. “I like when you draw it on my body like this,” he drew a one on Shane’s chest, traced the shape of a heart, outlined the letter u. “That is fun and sweet and you do it a lot more than you think.” 
“Oh.” 
“I like this way too.” Ilya tip tapped his fingers over Shane’s heart, one, one two three four, one two three, over and over until he felt Shane’s sharp intake of breath as he figured it out. “That one took me a while to recognize, but is 1-4-3. Like pager code. Number code. You started tapping like my Masha does, and that is what you tap on me when you hold my hand, or play with my necklace or are trying to fall asleep at night.” 
“I–” Shane shook his head. “I didn’t realize you heard all of those. Or uh– knew all of them.” 
“I know all of them, yes.” One–four–three, Ilya tapped it out one more time. “And they are my favorite, I like all of them the most. And this one in Vegas, I like it the most too."
“Okay.” Shane squeezed at Ilya’s leg. “Well, did you ever say it to me before now? Like when you talk to me in Russian, when you get really intense and romantic. Were you saying you loved me all those times?” 
“No.” Ilya denied, and Shane frowned a little, “Really? Not even once?” 
“No.” came the repeat answer. “I say lots of things to you. And all of those things I say because I love you, but it is not the exact words, no.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because the other things were prettier to say.” Ilya hedged. “When you are quiet, when you need me, there is things to say that are prettier than just I love you.” 
“I don’t know about that.” Shane wondered when– if– he’d stop blushing, stomach swooping butterflies every time Ilya said those words. “That’s a pretty great thing to say. At any time, I think.” 
“...I was afraid to say it too soon, Shanychka.” The confession was quiet, Ilya’s deep voice wavering a little. “I have been afraid to say it too early and scare you.” 
“Ilya–” 
“We keep starting over.” Ilya hushed him with a brush of fingers over his lips. “Over and over again. First before Christmas, then after Christmas, then again when we stay the night at your cabin. And I thought, okay. Is too soon to say it after starting over again. But then it isn’t really true, because nothing about us–” 
He stopped. Breathed. Shane twined their fingers together, and Ilya dropped a kiss to the top of his head before continuing, “Nothing about us started over for me. We did not start over for me. I loved you in Vegas and I love you still, nothing started over. But it started over for you, or I thought it did. You didn’t want to move fast, didn’t want to be too rushed and it was okay. I was okay to wait.”
“We were never good at talking and me especially,” Ilya tapped at his chest. “I could never be honest with you back before. I could never say what I really waned, I was scared and too ah–” 
He made a motion at his temple. “Too much in denial, yes? Too blocked in my head to be honest with you or even with myself when I was alone. I never said the right things to you, even when I was brave enough to try. So was very important to me that when I said I love you for the first time, you heard and understood. I needed you to understand me, so no I would not say it in Russian without telling you.” 
“Holy shit, Ilya.” Shane breathed, and Ilya hugged him closer, “If you would not have said it last night, I would have said it first. Because I am not afraid anymore. I do not worry you will run and I will lose you anymore.” 
“I’m not going anywhere.” Shane promised hoarsely. “Ilya, I’m not going anywhere.” 
“Da, ya znayu. I know.” Ilya traced Shane’s lips again, his thumb sweeping at his chin. “I was ready to say it because I love you and I know you love me. Is simple.” 
“Simple, huh?” Shane turned searching for a real kiss, turning sideways on the bed and putting his legs over Ilya’s knee. “Not afraid?” 
“Yes, simple.” Ilya kissed him once, twice. “And no, not afraid.” 
“Me either.” He smiled ruefully, “Apparently just really overthinking things.” 
“Like usual?” 
“Fuck off.” 
“No.” Ilya tucked the blanket tighter over Shane’s lap, and snugged his arm at his waist. “You are stuck with me.” 
“Don’t tempt me with a good time.” They sat for a minute together, Shane turned sideways so he could tuck his nose at the curve of Ilya’s neck, Ilya rubbing his cheek into Shane’s hair and hugging him close, breathing in sync and watching the lights flash outside the windows with idle interest and heavy lidded eyes.  
Then, “Say it again?” Shane tugged at Ilya’s necklace gently. “Say it again for me so I can hear it.” 
“Shanychka.” Ilya’s smile was slow. Adoring. “I love you.” 
“I love you too.” Shane didn’t hesitate. “Say it in Russian though.” 
“Ye tebya–” Ilya started, but Shane shook his head, “Say it slower so I can try. In Russian.” 
“Okay.” Ilya kissed the top of his head. “Ya.” 
“Ya.” Shane echoed. 
“Tebya.” 
“T-Teb–” Shane frowned. “Tebya.” 
Ilya smiled smitten at the terrible pronunciation. ”Lyublyu.” 
“Okay.” Shane rolled the syllables around on his tongue a few times, sounding them out. “Say it again?” 
“Ya tebya lyublyu.” Ilya said it into a kiss, turned Shane in his arms and pulled him up to straddle his lap and breathed it against his lips, “Shanychka, dorogoy, ya tebya lyublyu.” 
“Ya tebya–” Shane kept trying to say it back, repeating himself over and over trying to get the pronunciation right as he reached for the lube, pushing his rear back into Ilya’s hands and rocking down against him as he slicked his hands in the lube and wrapped his fingers around both their cocks. “Ya tebya lyublyu.” 
“Shane.” Ilya groaned. “F-fuck sweetheart.” 
“No, no say it again.” Shane insisted, shuffling closer on Ilya’s lap and stroking them to full hardness together. “Say it again. Tell me you love me.” 
“Y-ya tebya lyubl–” 
“Yeah, I love you too.” Shane moaned into a kiss, against the push of Ilya’s tongue past his lips. “Say it again.” 
“Sh-Shane—!” 
“Say it again baby, don’t stop. Don’t stop, tell me you love me again…” 
*****
Sunday 
The car arrived to take them to the airport at two o clock Sunday afternoon, and as it pulled away from the hotel and merged into the ever present Vegas traffic, Ilya set his hand high on Shane’s thigh, clicked his tongue regretfully and decided, “We should have requested an extra extra late check out.” 
“It’s already two o’clock.” Shane pointed out. “Our flight leaves in an hour and a half.” 
“I know.” Ilya shrugged. “But we are very rich, very beautiful boys, yes? We could reschedule flight, stay an extra night. I want to fuck you again before we go home. Maybe on the windows again, except this time with the sunshine on us, hm?” 
Shane’s eyes went wide, his leg jumping under Ilya’s palm, and Ilya grinned wicked about it, “Oh you like that idea, don’t you? Daylight sex against the windows?” 
“Ilya.” Shane cut his eyes towards the privacy divider between them and the driver, but Ilya just waggled his eyebrows, “You are a whore, Coach Hollander?” 
“Hey!” Shane sputtered, and socked him in the shoulder. “Shut up!” 
Ilya was still laughing and Shane was still fussing, only partially mollified by an onslaught of kisses dotted all over his face when the car stopped at that same red light directly in front of the other hotel. 
Shane caught the sign over Ilya’s shoulder and pulled away slowly, his brow creasing a little. Ilya turned to see what he was looking at, and nodded in understanding, squeezed at Shane’s hand. “Is okay? 
“...it’s just a building.” Shane said quietly, and Ilya agreed, “Yes. Only a building.” 
“Kind of an ugly one.” He decided, and llya smiled, “Da, an ugly one.” 
Shane peered out the car window looking up and up towards the top of the building, towards whichever window was Penthouse 1. “Our room was better.” 
“So much better.” Ilya brushed his lips at his ear. “I think so too.” 
“This time in Vegas was so much better.” Shane sat back in the seat and turned to face Ilya. “You fixed it.” he emphasized. “Everything about this time in Vegas was better.” 
He cupped Ilya’s face in his hands and lay a solid kiss on his lips. “Thank you. I love you.” 
“Shanychka.” Ilya closed his eyes and nodded. “I love you too.” 
The light turned green and the car rolled through the intersection. Ilya wound their fingers together and clasped Shane’s hand between both of his own as they turned off the Strip and headed for the airport, leaving the hotel, the memories and that version of Vegas permanently in the rear view mirror. 
****
From Ilyushka: Boarding the plane now.
From Sveta: As husbands?
From Ilyushka: Sveta. No.
From Sveta: Boring.
From Ilyushka: Tell our girls we will be back soon.
From Sveta: I will. Be safe.
The next text from Ilya was a picture message, a selfie of he and Shane at the top of the Stratosphere, the city spread out behind and below them. 
Shane was smiling at the camera, but Ilya was smiling at Shane, his blue eyes soft even through the screen, his arm wrapped protectively possessive around Shane’s shoulders.
Svetlana hearted the picture, sent one more text in reply, then saved the photo to the Family album on her phone. 
From Sveta: I am very very happy for you, Ilyushka.
****
Chapter Notes:
I have pages of background info, alternate scenes, and thought processes for Vegas that I plan to add to the Deja Vu-niverse doc, so I'll try to keep these notes somewhat brief (ha!) and save all my info dumping for the behind the scenes fic. 
First, this chapter is an apology from Ilya. Not because Shane is demanding another apology, or thinks he wants/needs another apology, Shane has been ready to move on for months. This chapter is an apology from Ilya and FOR Ilya, because he needs to finally confront Vegas for HIMSELF, which means confronting what he did to Shane, what he did to his own heart and mental health. 
Shane (our internalized little blueberry) needed to talk about Vegas to heal from it. Ilya (our super tactile bit of sunshine) needs to physically stand in the place where they were hurt, walk his steps back and fix it for them both, and that's what this chapter is. 
Keeping that POV in mind, here we go: 
Morning Scene-- Always always with the almond milk. To be seen and known and accommodated without fuss is to be loved, and Shane is very much loved. 
Obsessed with early morning goblin Mayday with her stolen clothes and bare feet and silk bonnet smooshing her face into Shane's stomach and demanding his food. If I could draw, I'd draw that. 
Sveta and Shane sharing a yogurt parfait-- I got comments in earlier chapters (and through 19) where people distrusted Sveta, thought she was a bad mom for not keeping full custody, thought she needed to disappear and let Shane and Ilya live their lives with the girls, but she is such an integral part of their lives in a thousand different ways and I love this scene so much because it really puts actions to her oft-repeated assurance that Shane belongs, that their family has room, that she wants Ilya to be happy and is happy he found his Jane again. Just casually sharing her breakfast, teasing and laughing and then switching seamlessly to serious family discussions-- she really does accept and adore Shane and seeing (writing) Shane being so comfortable with her after so much earlier stress is very healing for me. 
The Airplane--- Y'all would not BELIEVE the deep dives I took into flights, first class accommodations, the snacks served aboard different airlines etc etc, but trust me, it got intense. All so we can have the scene of Shane falling asleep on Ilya when he has never ever been able to relax enough while traveling to ever sleep on a plane ever, because he is finally safe and held and taken care of. 
Emphasis on Trust-- It's so important that Ilya repeatedly asks if Shane trusts him and even MORE important that he follows it up with physical confirmation. The verbal affirmation is necessary for both of them after so long denying/lying about their feelings, but the physical is necessary for Hollanov specifically. They have always communicated via sex and physical touch, so it's not just Shane saying "yes I trust you" it's also taking Ilya's hand, stepping into Ilya's arm, literally putting himself in Ilya's hands in the vulnerable moments. 
Arrival in Vegas- Had to give a nod to Ilya's expensive car fetish HOLLA. 
More importantly, Shane's reaction to The Boogeyman Hotel. I put the question out in bookclub and on threads about whether they should stay in the OG hotel or not, and even though I stayed with my original plan of a different, better room, all the responses really made me stop and consider the emotional weight of even being AT the same hotel again. 
This was a really great (heartbreaking) way to show just how much of a cyclical, twisty turny journey healing really is. Yes, it's been ten years and Shane understands/forgives but it's one thing to say that in theory, another to be standing in front of the proverbial boogeyman and say it to his face. Like returning to a shitty childhood home and thinking you're okay until you hear footsteps on the second floor, or the garage door makes a weird noise and suddenly you're in flight mode. 
Ilya leaving the decision up to Shane whether or not to stay in the hotel when he's already had a back up plan is important too. He would have switched it up in an instant, but he never planned to make Shane sit in those memories. There is something to be said for rewalking hurt paths and having restorative, corrective experiences-- but there's something to be said for not willingly re-traumatizing ourselves by spending the night in the proverbial house of horrors just to prove we can survive. Part of healing is learning to give ourselves grace, to be kind to ourselves when we struggle and thats what Ilya did here-- it's a tough conversation and a tough memory to overcome, so why not have it somewhere safe and clean and new? 
The Spa: I did in fact, deep dive insane research on the Bellagio to try and get every detail as accurate as possible, but unfortunately their spa menu was not bougie enough for me, so I bibbity boppity boo'd some services out of thin air for Shane and maybe definitely wildly projected my own need for a spa day onto him with all the different services lol. 
Shane's suit is HUDSON'S SUIT because boy howdy, espresso chocolate goodness. Ilya's is based on THIS ONE. 
Random PSA: Anytime one of y'all would like to wander through the botanical gardens and hold my hand and share a drink and smooch a little, hit me up. I made myself jealous over that scene lmaooo. 
Penthouse Switch Up: They did need to end up in a penthouse, it always has to happen in a penthouse. My original idea for this scene was always a reversal, Ilya putting himself in Shane's place, making himself vulnerable and giving Shane all the power-- but we all know that Ilya never had the power in the OG Vegas scene. He was at Shane's mercy then and he is at Shane's mercy here, but Shane is at HIS mercy too, they are equally intensely catastrophically GONE for each other and it's beautiful. 
Love Confession: Did you cry? I cried planning this scene months ago, cried drafting it, teared up writing and editing it-- I love it. I love them. Shane blurting it out, wondering aloud why he hadn't said it before, admitting to Ilya and to himself that he'd been in love with Ilya always and he didn't know why he was waiting. I could talk (and cry) about this for forever, but I just really hope it was worth the wait for y'all. 
Walking Around Vegas Date-- My favorite thing to do in Vegas is walk through all the shoppes I can't afford and people watch while snacking on gelato so holla for vicariously living my dreams through these boys. They finally have the time to have real conversations without time limits and constantly checking on the girls, and also the time to just be dorky horny boys in love and it's so fun to write. 
Fucking miss me with that wax figure museum nonsense, though. I went to one in Texas when I was fifteen, stared into Beyonce's eyes for long enough to freak myself out then saw the Supernatural wax museum episode? Absolutely not. Hard pass. 
Second Night Nekkidness-- Yes to all of it, and also good GOLLY to Ilya being down on his knees using his mouth to clean Shane up and them just staring at each other with all the lights, pretty lips and love oozing out of their pores. 
A strong contender for my favorite line is Ilya naming all the ways he heard Shane say he loved him, and which one was his favorite. Him listing out all of them and declaring them all his favorite because it doesn't matter how Shane says it, so long as he IS saying it?? My heart. 
Sunday-- One last look at the hotel, because once they've faced the memories and hurt and rewalked it, the hotel is just a building. Penthouse 1 is just a room. Vegas isn't the boogeyman in their relationship anymore, if anything it's a... respawn point? Instead of them constantly finding themselves in 2014 Vegas with every fight and misunderstanding, now its 2025 Vegas and love confessions and they can regroup and move on from there. 
JFC I did in fact gab ALOT in these notes despite my best efforts so I'll put the rest in the BTS doc and let's move on: 
Coming Up! Shane's birthday, David and Yuna visit Montbonne, Coach Keeso makes an appearance! 
 






      

  












      Chapter 26: Unlimited (close your eyes, i'll keep it quiet)
  


    Chapter Summary

    This Chapter is for Megs: Happy (belated) Birthday, I adore you! Чмок-чмок

Content Warning: Shane being a Girl Dad (smooshy) 

Boys being down bad for each other (embarrassing)

Soul baring honesty and expressions of trust (revolutionary)

Deep dive Shane hitting subspace so hard he goes non verbal (stunning) 

Additional Warning: Ilya is bullied for being a Two Pump Chump, but can you blame the guy? Have you SEEN Shane? We’d only last two pumps too. 

Enjoy!








  May brought flowers to Montbonne, bright blooms on the ash trees and oddly fuzzy catkins on the willows, pastel petals on the tulips planted in the decorative boxes throughout downtown and a kaleidoscope of wild colors cropping up all over the low hills.
There were flowers in the art the children brought home from school, flowers in the seasonal advertisements the local businesses put up in their windows, and there were flowers in the front seat of Coach Hollander’s car, roses and lilies and particularly pink peonies, a boldly personal arrangement wrapped in sheets of gold and blue tissue paper and propped up against the middle console for the Coach to find once he was done with his every morning, early morning skate.
“I’m just saying it’s ridiculous.” Inside the ice rink and unaware of the ostentatious bouquet waiting for him in his car, Shane caught a pass from Ilya and winged the puck towards the net. “There shouldn’t be technicalities in spelling bees. Either the word is right or it’s wrong! Mariya should have gotten first place!” 
“Masha did get first place.” Ilya wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh at Shane’s snippy outrage over the Montbonne Elementary Annual Spelling Bee results, or if he wanted to gather his pissy boyfriend up into a hug and kiss him for maybe a hundred years because he loved it when Shane got pissy about his girls. 
About their girls. 
“She was happy to share first place with her friend and I was proud of her for being mature about it.” Ilya passed another puck Shane’s way, grinning when the small disc got smacked towards the net with far too much annoyance for the relatively unimportant conversation. “You should be proud of her too. Sharing is–” 
“For losers.” Shane grumbled, then grimaced when thwack! another sharply shot puck missed the mark and ricocheted off one of the goal posts with a teeth rattling clang. “Not that uh– not that the other little girl was a loser.” 
“Right.” Ilya leaned on the top of his stick and offered Shane his most sardonic smile. “Because she is only nine. And new to the school. And Americans spell things different." 
“They spell things wrong.” Shane tapped his stick at the ice impatiently, but Ilya shook his head, “No, no moy serdityy kotyonok. You missed a shot. Is my turn.” 
“I didn’t miss, I just–!” Ilya raised his eyebrows challenging and Shane rolled his eyes and relented. “Fine. Come on.” 
He collected the eleven pucks he’d sent straight into the net, then scooped the twelfth wildly ricocheted one out of the corner and switched places with Ilya. “They should at least put an asterisk by the other kid's name when they list the winners in the community newsletter.” 
“Shane.” Ilya clicked his tongue at him in dismay and Shane fussed, “She worked so hard on learning all those words! She beat everyone else, including that little butthole Chris–” 
“Shane!” 
“--she deserves first place!” 
“And she got first place.” Ilya put the first three pucks right into the net, then skated backwards a few yards and motioned for Shane to pass another. “Was very mature of Masha to decide she could share first place with the new girl because both spellings were technically right. I am very proud of her.” 
“I’m proud of her too.” Shane admitted after a minute. “It isn’t her fault Americans spell some words without a ‘u’. And I guess the other girl is new enough to not have much time to study the lists and know we spell it different here."
“Yes, and all that really matters,” Ilya sank his next three shots, and moved back again. “Is Masha beat Chris. That is what she cared about.” 
“How come you can say it’s good she beat him and it’s fine, but when I say it’s good she beat him,” Shane squinted skeptically at Ilya’s position at center line, but passed him another puck. “You call me an angry kitten and act like I’m being a brat?” 
“You called him a butthole, Shanychka.” 
“Yeah, well.” Shane tapped his stick on the ice twice, one of each syllable in Mariya’s favorite insult, and grinned. “He shouldn’t have messed with Nadya.” 
“Six months ago.” Ilya eyed the net, glanced down at the puck, then gave it his very best impression of a knuckle puck and sent it flying towards the goal. 
“Swing and a miss. My turn.” Shane laughed out loud when Ilya’s attempt at a movie worthy slap shot didn’t end up anywhere near the net, and went to meet him at center ice. “What did Svetlana say about– oh.” 
He stopped when Ilya took his hand and tugged him in close for a sweet kiss.
“What was that for?” Shane touched his lips curiously. “I’m not complaining, but you’re losing our shot contest and that doesn’t usually put you in the mood for kisses.” 
“I am not losing, and I am always in the mood for kisses with you.” Ilya corrected, and kissed him again, Shane’s lips and then the corner of his mouth. “And is very sweet how proud you are of Masha, even if you think the other little girl is a loser and the eight year old boy is a butthole.” 
“You absolutely are losing, and I absolutely am proud of her.” 
Shane really was proud of Mariya. 
He hadn’t been prepared for just how intense the Montbonne Elementary School Annual Spelling Bee would get, but beyond that, Shane hadn’t been prepared for how hard he’d lock in to the competitive nature of it all. He’d sat right up front with the other parents to cheer on the kids who got up and spelled their little hearts out for round after round. He sat forward in his chair with narrowed eyes and crossed arms while judges debated over a stuttered syllable from Nadya, his jaw set and shoulders tensed ready to argue if he disagreed with their decision. He’d even paced alongside Janey’s Dad when an intermission was called because the top ten spellers simply refused to quit. 
The spelling bee had gone on for hours and it had all come down to a spell off between Mariya and another little girl who had only been in Montbonne for a few weeks, transferred from the States because her Daddy took a job with the Ministry of the Environment. Americans spelled some words with an o while Canadians spelled the same words with an ou and when the judges decided to uphold the Canadian standard and give first place to Mariya, Mariya had hugged her new little friend in close and demanded they share it. 
Shane was proud of Mariya for being sweet enough to share, and no, the co-blue ribbon result wouldn’t have any real bearing on anything in the future, but he still made sure to get a picture of only Mariya holding her first prize ribbon because she was the real winner.
Maybe that was a shitty, winner take all, no participation trophy type mindset to have about an elementary spelling bee, but whatever. Shane was so goddamn proud of Mariya he didn't even care. And he’d been the only one who saw Mariya flash the loser sign at Chris as she passed so no harm, no foul, it was all fine.
“You know, I can tell you are thinking vindictive thoughts.” Ilya warned him teasingly as they skated slowly together. “Your nose scrunches and your hair spikes up. You will hiss next, yes?” 
“Fuck off, my hair doesn’t spike.” Shane tossed his stick aside and shoved him hard. “I’m not a fucking cat.” 
“You are like a house cat, pussy cat, pretty kitty cat.” Ilya didn’t go far, gliding backwards only a few feet before dropping his stick and pushing forward to try and hold Shane again, making grabby hands for Shane’s waist and butt. “If I piss you off, you get scrunkly, but if I pet you right, you purr.” 
“What? No, get away from me!” Shane was laughing too hard to sound anything close to convincing as Ilya kept coming for him, tickling at his sides as they pushed and pulled each other across the ice. “And what the fuck is scrunkly? What does that even mean?” 
“Does not matter, is more fun when you purr.” Ilya tried to drag him in with lips pursed, but Shane ducked away. “Shane! Let me hear you purr!” 
“No! No more kisses.” Shane pivoted to avoid another clutch of grabby hands, whirling around so he was skating forward and Ilya had his back to the upcoming boards. “What if I called you dumb things, huh? Would you like that?” 
“I told you, you can call me anything you want in sexy Canadian accent.” Ilya got close enough to brush his fingers through Shane’s hair and down his cheek, laughing out loud validated when Shane instinctively started to turn into the touch. “See, you say you do not want to be called a cat, but if I pet your cheek–” 
“Wafer thin ice, Rozanov.” Shane threatened and Ilya stuck his tongue out goading, “Ooh mee-wow Hollander!” 
“You’re fucking annoying.” he fired back, and Ilya just shrugged about it as he kept skating backwards, puling Shane with him and tugging him close for kisses. Ilya didn’t bother checking his speed, checking their direction, or checking how close he was to the boards, fully trusting Shane to not let him crash and bruise and hurt, and sure enough, just like Ilya knew he would, Shane hooked am arm around Ilya’s waist to slow them both down, and planted his other hand at the boards to cushion the impending bump. 
“I knew you wouldn’t let me crash.” Ilya lowered his voice to a croon, squeezing meaningfully at Shane’s waist. “Would not let me fall. You aren’t an angry kitten, you are a smitten kitten, aren’t you, milyy?” 
“Yeah yeah, mee-wow or whatever.” Shane’s eyes were already almost closed, his lips already parting as he leaned in for a kiss, bumping their noses together. “So shut up and kiss me.” 
Ilya kissed him, meeting Shane halfway there and open mouthed, foregoing anything sweet in favor of spanning his hand at Shane’s throat and fitting their mouths together devouring him. Shane folded immediately, sagged into Ilya’s hold and let go of the boards so he could clutch the back of Ilya’s shirt, Ilya’s shoulders, around to Ilya’s chest, digging in greedy and only gentling when he found the delicate chain of Ilya’s necklace and could hook his fingers through to hold the familiar cross. 
Ilya moaned approving when he felt the little tug at the necklace and straightened up to hold Shane tighter, kissing his top lip, his bottom lip then angling in to whisper adoration along Shane’s chin, brushing his nose at Shane’s cheek until he reached his ear and could nuzzle a tiny kiss to the soft skin close to his hair line, smiling when he felt Shane shiver and turn into it. 
“Y’know I–” Shane’s breath hitched when Ilya sucked at his ear lobe. “I used to dream about this.” 
“Kissing me?” Ilya hummed into the hinge of Shane’s jaw, sliding his hands under Shane’s shirt to set his palms warm against the small of Shane’s back. “I bet they were very good dreams, I am a very good kisser.” 
“You’re okay at kissing, I guess.” Shane grinned when Ilya pinched him for the sass, then groaned when Ilya went back to sucking and nibbling at his throat, just enough heat to make him swoon, just enough sting to make him gasp. “But no, I mean. I used to dream about uh– about us. On the ice. Like. Center ice.” 
“Center ice.” Ilya leaned away, his eyebrows shooting up interested. “You and me on center ice? Like after a game?” 
“Yeah, after a game.” Shane ran his thumb over Ilya’s cross, focusing on the gleam of the gold so he didn’t have to look Ilya in the eye as he admitted, “Or uh– ahem. During a game. Maybe.” 
“During a game.” Ilya’s voice cracked high in disbelief. “You dreamed about you and I on center ice during a game?” 
“Um. Yes?” Shane was damn near thirty four years old, but he still blushed bright red from the tips of his ears to clear the hell down to his toes as he tried to explain that one dream he’d had that one time their rookie year that wasn’t anything near realistically feasible, but had been his first wet dream in ages and had ruined his concentration for a solid week, and had him tripping over his feet when they’d played against Montreal later that month because he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it, and the way Rozanov had grunted every time he checked him into the boards hadn’t helped fuck all. 
“And well.” Shane tugged at his collar with a sheepish chuckle. “You know. It was like, if we were playing against each other and I scored an insane goal and you were so turned on about it you uh– you didn’t care if anyone found out about us, you had to fuck me right there anyway?” 
“Hollander!” Ilya’s jaw audibly popped when it dropped open. “You never told me these things!” 
“No, you would have made fun of me for it." Shane pointed out flatly, and Ilya absolutely crowed, “Yes, I would have made fun of you for a hundred years! Maybe a thousand years! But bozhe moy, Shanychka.” he caught Shane into a hard kiss again, holding his chin tight and groping at his ass. “I would have been very happy to help make it come true!” 
“Hate to disappoint you and younger me, but there is no universe where I’d actually let you fuck me on center ice during a game, Ilya.” Shane denied, but he was laughing, blushing, pushing Ilya back against the boards and crowding in close chasing kisses. “I’m just saying, sometimes when time we kiss out here, I think about it.” 
“No, I think you are lying. I think every time we played together, you were not focused on game, but focused on dirty dreams instead.” Ilya was utterly delighted by the admission, his grin so wide it crinkled into the corner of his eyes. “Please tell me more about how you wanted me to pin you to the ice and mount you like a–” 
“I will stab you with my skate if you finish that sentence.” Shane attempted warning lost several degrees of credibility when he notched their legs together and rolled his hips up rocking into Ilya purposefully. “Stop.” 
“No, no tell me.” Ilya was having far too much fun watching Shane blush and feeling Shane get hard against his thigh to care about the stabbing threat, “When I would check you very hard, were you groaning because it hurt or because you were imagining what it would feel like nekkid?"  
“Oh my god, fuck off!” 
“No, no I do not think that is what you want.” Ilya’s laugh was damn near devious, the kiss he left at the curve of Shane’s throat damn near a bite, and the abrupt sting of it startled a too loud moan out of Shane that echoed around the empty rink and up towards the soaring rafters. 
“Oh shit.” There was no one else there, not at nine am on a weekday outside of the normal hockey season, but Shane still looked around frantically like they might be over heard. “Shit, that was loud. We should probably–” 
“Center ice is too cold and too hard on your knees.” Ilya pushed off the wall and turned them quickly, his skates scraping as he finangled Shane up against the boards and pinned him there with a long kiss. “But we can improvise.” 
“Improvise?” Shane automatically looped his arms at Ilya’s neck when Ilya crowded close, then squawked, “Ilya wait, what–!” when Ilya braced himself so he wouldn't slip on the ice, then bent to wrap his big hands at the back of Shane’s thighs and hefted him right up and onto the narrow ledge of the boards. “Oh shit! Wait– wait–!” 
“I won’t let you fall.” Ilya promised through a flurry of kisses, setting Shane’s hands firmly on the boards and hooking his arm at his waist for extra balance. “Won’t let you fall. But you have to stay, yes?” 
“No way, I’m not gonna-- ah!" Shane’s head snapped back when Ilya shoved his face into his lap and started mouthing over him, but he didn’t have any time to enjoy it when he was too busy panicking as he teetered back almost out of control. “Oh my god. I’m gonna fall off this and bust my ass, this is crazy.” 
“Not crazy.” Ilya tightened one hand at Shane’s hips and yanked at the waistband of Shane’s sweats with the other. “But you have to stay steady or you will fall backwards, then I will slip on ice and fall and break my neck and that is not sexy at all.” 
“Okay but super dangerous blowjobs aren’t super sexy either– holy fuck–!” Shane clamped his hands down atop the boards and held on for dear life when Ilya lifted his cock out and licked his lips exaggeratedly excited. “F-fuck. Ilya. Are we really going to do this?"
“You are holding on, yes?” Ilya dribbled spit down Shane’s cock and bent to follow the mess with his lips, adding to it with his tongue and slicking along Shane’s length until he got far enough down to shove Shane’s shirt out of the way, push his nose into the crease of Shane’s stomach and swallow. He tightened his lips and groaned, the noise vibrating out of his throat and around Shane’s cock and Shane yelped for it, started to instinctively thrust into his mouth but froze because he didn’t want to fall. 
“I can’t– I can’t even hold you!” Shane complained breathlessly, white knuckling his grip at the boards so he didn’t wobble. “Baby, I want to hold you!”
There hadn’t been a single blowjob maybe ever that hadn’t involved Shane holding at Ilya’s curls or holding onto his broad shoulders or hell just holding him down so Shane could fuck his mouth, but this time Shane could only pray for balance and try to stay still as Ilya gagged choking on him when Shane got all the way hard and was too wide stretching at Ilya’s throat. 
“Oh my god.” Thunk Shane’s foot kicked out helpless and thunk his skate thudded against the boards, and Ilya pulled off long enough to warn, “Careful, dorogoy.” and set his hand at Shane’s knee, pushing his legs further open so the next time he tightened his lips and hollowed his cheeks sucking hard and thunk Shane’s foot kicked out all over again, there was no danger of the skates slicing into Ilya’s side or leg. 
“Ilya, holy shit.” Kick and then thud and the hollow thump of Shane’s skate boot on the boards was jarringly loud, but somehow still not as loud as Ilya’s mouth working sloppy wet relentless over him or Shane’s ragged breathing as he held on for dear life and tried tried tried to stay present and focused and definitely not cum too fast because Ilya’s mouth was insane, the soaring lights way at the top of the rink blurred into halos every time the head of his cock hit of Ilya’s throat, and Ilya was moaning, slurping, clutching at him like he was starving and it was too much, too much, way too much.
Shane wasn’t the sort to be quiet and still during sex and Ilya kept making noises egging him on because he loved that Shane couldn’t ever be quiet or still during sex, and it was all Shane could do to stay in control enough not to accidentally kick Ilya with the sharp skates. Or– or inadvertently send Ilya sprawling if he thrust up into his mouth and upended Ilya’s balance on the slippery ice. And oh, god forbid Shane got too into the blowjob and lost his concentration and fell ass over tea kettle splatting onto the mats and probably sliced Ilya’s neck or something else equally horrible if his feet flailed up and Jesus Christ, what if — what if —
–Oh fuck, Shane risked life and limb and balance to pry one hand off the top of the boards and bury his fingers in Ilya’s hair, curling forward as far as he dared to hold Ilya down into his lap when everything was too much, too good, too insane and his orgasm ripped out of him. Ilya let go of Shane’s leg and hooked his arm tighter at Shane’s waist to lock him down steady, softened his tongue and throat so he could swallow and didn’t move, didn’t let go or shift away or even pull off to breathe until Shane was finished and it was safe both balance wise and skate kicking wise to slowly ease up and away. 
“What the fuck.” Shane exhaled all in a rush, his dark eyes wide and breath hitching shaky. “What th’fuck– what– I can’t– that was so scary. I could have died! Or cut you! I can’t believe– That was insane!” 
“But good, yes?” Ilya checked as he tucked Shane back into his pants and wiped his mouth. “Not your dream, but good anyway?” 
“So good, yeah.” Shane wheezed incredulously.. “I was worried you’d make fun of me for that dumb dream, but this is a much much better reaction, I can't believe we just did that."
"Do not worry, I will still make fun of you.” Ilya promised mock seriously. “I will text you reminders and call you in the middle of the night to ask what you are dreaming about and every time you are on center ice I will–” 
“Stop.” Shane said stop, but nuzzled sweetly into Ilya’s throat, pushing his shirt aside to feather kisses along his collarbone. “I hate you.” 
“You hate me?” Ilya clicked his tongue in dismay. “What a rude thing to say after I just swallowed your babies.” 
“Swallowed my babies— ew, Ilya!” Well, Shane certainly hated that, and Ilya had to grab for him when his recoil from the crude phrase nearly tipped him right off the boards. “No, get away from me, that’s gross!” 
“Whoa whoa, don’t fall!” Ilya was laughing but still careful catching Shane so he wouldn’t actually fall, dodging Shane’s skates and scooting in to hold at Shane’s hips so he would stop tilting and Ilya could pull him into a proper hug. “Idi syuda, come here, I’ve got you.” 
“When I’m back on solid ground I’m gonna kick your ass for saying that.” Despite the snark, Shane curled right into the hug, hiding his face in Ilya’s shoulder and leaning in trusting Ilya to keep him steady so he could hug him back. “Jesus Christ.” 
“Hm. I think you like it.” Ilya turned his nose into Shane’s hair and hummed in contentment, running his hands lightly up and down Shane’s back. “Moy koala, snuggling me so sweet, you like it.” 
“Fuck you.” Shane closed his eyes and smiled when Ilya kissed his temple, the top of his head, and hugged him tighter. “But yeah, I really really do.” 
*****
From Jane: Thank you for my flowers, that was a nice surprise. 
From Jane: Should I be getting you flowers too? Or like. Chocolate? Idk. Boyfriend stuff? 
From Lily: I’d rather get pictures of your *peach emoji* *hole emoji*
From Jane: What the fuck?
From Lily: I promise to be very respectful. Put all pictures safe in their own album and everything. Call it “road construction” to be discreet.
From Jane: I already hate myself for asking this, but why would it be called road construction?
From Lily: Because is filled with man holes.
From Jane: Blocked.
From Lily: Wait! Come back! 
*jane has notifications silenced*
*****
Monday
From Jane: You aren’t at the bakery?
From Lily: No? Are YOU at the bakery?
From Jane: Well that’s how I know YOU aren’t here.
Ilya was still cleaning up breakfast after dropping the girls off at school when Shane texted, and he set the last dish in the dishwasher and picked his phone back back, frowning in confusion at the message.
From Lily: What are you doing there?
From Jane: I was sort of hoping you’d fuck me in the upstairs apartment. 
From Jane: I could have sworn you said you’d be here today.
From Lily: Yes was original plan, but I didn’t have much to do for prep so I was going to do it this afternoon while Alicia interviews new hires for the summer.
Ilya set the dishwasher for a time delay start, then ditched the dirty kitchen towel in the laundry room and hurried towards the bedroom, typing as he went.
From Lily: I can be at bakery in twenty minutes. Wait for me.
From Shane: I’ll just come to the house, I need a shower anyway after skating.
From Lily: No, you want above the bakery nookie, you will get above bakery nookie.
Ilya flipped the shower on and tossed his toothbrush in along with a razor for a very quick clean up. 
From Lily: I need a shower too. You shower there, I will shower here, we will meet in the middle naked.
From Jane: I don’t have a key to get inside.
“Damn it.” Ilya kicked out of his socks, then his pants. 
From Lily:  Well that is stupid, you should definitely have a key. Yell at the hot bakery owner, he will get you one.
From Jane: Okay but in the meantime…?
From Lily: There is a key box hidden under the small planter box for emergencies, code is east end address.
From Jane: Found it. Got it. See you soon.
From Lily: See you soon. 
*****
“Shane!” Ilya called for Shane as soon as he got to the bakery, making a mental note as he re-locked the back door that he definitely needed to get more keys made, first one for Shane, then additional copies for the new hires who would work the opening shifts over the summer. “Shanychka?” 
“Hey, hey I’m here.” Shane met Ilya partway down the narrow apartment stairs, a thin t-shirt comfortably loose around his shoulders and a thin pair of boxer briefs molded to his thighs, and he paused on the steps waiting, a knowing smile curving round his full lips when Ilya muttered something stunned under his breath and tilted his head to gaze up at him like the view was mesmerizing. 
And after a moment of just letting Ilya look, “Baby.” Shane cleared his throat. “Hi.” 
“Blyat’.” Ilya took the stairs two at a time hurrying to get to Shane. “Privet solnyshko, I am so happy to see you. I know has only been a few days and we talk all the time, but–” 
“No, I know, ever since Vegas,” Shane laughed when the first kiss was clumsy, Ilya trying to get to his mouth while pushing him back up the stairs all in the same motion. “Ever since Vegas it feels like we haven’t had--” 
“--enough time together. Da, ya znayu, I know.” They were too big to fit on the same step at the same time, and Ilya’s foot caught on a stair lip as they struggled their way towards the apartment, Shane’s back hit the hand rail, and when Ilya cursed an apology and tried to pull him closer to make sure it didn’t happen again, their noses knocked, foreheads bumping and shoes catching all over again. “Ow! Fuck!” 
“Jesus Christ, okay here we go.” Hindsight being twenty twenty and all, Shane realized far too late that he should have left the apartment door open when he raced down the stairs to get to Ilya, but no, he had to fumble for the knob while trying to stay locked against Ilya’s lips while Ilya kept trying to crowd onto the top step and push the door open faster. 
The door latch gave all at once and they stumbled through with a yelp and jolt of startled laughter. They had to relinquish the kiss so Ilya could firmly close and lock the door behind them, and Shane took a second to catch his breath and explain, “I thought you’d be here doing the usual week prep. Wanted to surprise you. Otherwise I would have texted and just gone straight to the house.” 
“No, is okay. Is okay.” Ilya dragged Shane back into his arms, covering him in a flurry of kisses between a hurried explanation of, “But so you know, from now on I will be here every Monday morning to help with week prep for the busy season but home again,” he yanked his shirt up and off his shoulders, leaving it on the floor behind them. “before lunch, so you can come to the house and we will have the afternoon together until time to get the girls.” 
“Yeah okay.” Shane spread his hands at Ilya’s bare stomach, and groaned appreciatively. “Sounds good to me.” 
“Wednesday I won’t come in until ten so we can keep breakfast at Jacob’s.” Ilya left his pants in a heap on the floor, kicking out of them and chasing a kiss, sucking on Shane’s tongue as they backpedaled to the bedroom. “I will leave early on Fridays so we can have dinner between gym and trivia, yes?” 
“Yep, family dinner between gym and trivia, uh-huh.” Shane babbled an agreement, pushing back from another hungry kiss so he had room to take his own shirt off, the seams of the comfortably worn tee protesting when Ilya over-enthusiastically tried to help and only succeeding in getting the material bunched up under Shane’s arms for a few seconds. “Fuck, what is it with you and tearing my clothes, don’t do that!” 
“I will buy you so many clothes, Shanychka, it does not matter.” Ilya ran his hands over the distractingly fitted boxer briefs, then shoved his hands under the snug waistband to grab big handfuls of Shane’s ass. “Off. Take these off.” 
“You take them off!” Shane retorted, then, “Hey!” shrieked when Ilya pulled his hands out long enough to swat his butt hard, and push him onto the bed. 
“Okay so listen.” Shane lifted his hips so Ilya could peel his underwear down his legs and off, and scooted backwards on the bed, knees parted and hands already reaching as Ilya crawled up the mattress following him into the pillows. “Listen, what if the bakery gets really busy this summer and you have to work all the time like you used to?"
“Then I will hire more people.” Ilya settled heavy between Shane’s spread legs and they both stopped, gasped, Shane’s back bowing up off the bed and Ilya’s head dropping down into Shane’s chest so he could close his eyes and force a few breaths trying to keep his control. 
“My Shane.” he notched in deeper to the vee of Shane’s thighs with a shaky sigh and Shane nodded, dragged in a wheezy breath and whispered almost anxious, “Fuck, baby how is it possible to miss you so much all the time, I miss you all the fucking time.” 
“I know.” Ilya gathered himself enough to kiss Shane, cupping his cheek and covering his mouth for a long minute. “I know. Is the same for me, all the time.” 
“God.” Shane’s hands fluttered limply at his sides before he managed to get a hold of Ilya’s biceps, tip tapping his fingers for a few seconds until he took another breath and pried his eyes back open. “You feel so good.” 
“Listen.” Ilya swept his thumb at Shane’s bottom lip, using the lull in their frantic kissing and the somehow always novel enormity of being naked together to promise, “This summer, this year, I will not be busy. Not like I used to be. Business is good and the bakery is very successful, but is only a job. Only a hobby. The girls and our family and you are more important than–” 
He shook his head, swallowing hard, his fingers featherlight careful over Shane’s freckles. “Than anything, Shanychka. So I will make sure we have time. I will work less, I will hire more people, it does not matter. I will not be too busy for us. For you."
“Oh.” Shane had to blink blink blink away a swell of emotion. “Mister um– Mr. Businessman all the sudden, huh? Mr. CEO who is too busy wining and dining his boyfriend to be bothered with the minimum wage bakery thing?” 
“If that is what you want, that is what I will do, yes." Ilya nudged at him playfully. “I think we will make a good team, hm? Mr. Bakery Businessman CEO Rozanov and Mr. Real Estate Coach Hollander?” 
“Well now, I dunno.” Shane pretended to think about it. “Why don’t we try merging our interests,” he glanced down between their bodies meaningfully. “And see if it’s mutually beneficial or if uh– one of us will come out on top of the whole thing.” 
“You are so dorky.” Ilya’s answering smile was heart-eyed overflowing adoring ridiculous. “I love you so much.” 
“I love– ack!” Shane burst out laughing when Ilya attacked him in a flurry of kisses. “I love you too!” 
“Now tell me, Mr. Real Estate.” Ilya worked his way down Shane’s body, mouthing at his nipples and sucking loud kisses at his chest, down his stomach to his navel. “Do our merged interests include investing in condoms?” 
“Maybe on rare occasions.” Shane lifted up eagerly when Ilya’s chin bumped the base of his cock, and Ilya paused with his hands braced at Shane’s hips and his kiss bruised lips hovering a tempting inch away from where Shane wanted him to ask, “This is a rare occasion today?” 
“You tell me.” Shane swallowed past the urge to melt over Ilya’s constant check ins, and propped up on his elbows to be a little bit bratty, “Are you gonna finish in two minutes without a condom if it feels too good? Cos I need more than that from you today.” 
“Ummmm…” Ilya set his chin on Shane’s stomach and pursed his lips, considering his options, how easily Shane turned him on, and how many days it had been since they'd been together. “Well….” 
Shane’s mouth twitched trying to hide a laugh. “Maybe we use a condom this time?” 
“I have not been in side you in days.” Ilya agreed, disgruntled. “And you do feel too good all the time. I am worried I will embarrass myself being too fast, so yes. Maybe we have a condom this time."
Even with a condom, the whole event from start to finish toed the line of a smidge too fast. The wind up was intense, the initial push beautifully blunt, the hypnotic slide too slick and the always lingering reminder that they’d wasted so much time apart but now had so much time together sparked up gasping and grasping and grateful …
… even with a condom, it was all up and done a smidge too fast, but not so fast as to leave Ilya actually embarrassed by how quickly the clutch of Shane’s body tipped him over the edge and not so fast that Shane didn’t get to cum first, his ankles hooked around Ilya’s waist and his fingers digging bruises at Ilya’s shoulders, mouth open and eyes shut with a flush burning pink behind the scatter of freckles high on his cheek because Ilya took him apart so goddamn easily every single time.  
It was fast, but still so overwhelmingly good that afterwards Ilya barely made it off the bed on his wibbly wobbly legs and Shane stayed right there splayed on the blankets gasping for air, too out of it to muster the energy to even laugh when Ilya croaked something over sensitive while peeling the condom off, then shrieked something shriveling when water from the tap was too cold and his wipe down was less soothing and more frigid.
“Don’t worry, I made sure the water was warm for you.” Ilya assured him once he made it back to the bed to clean Shane up, and he smiled when Shane just nodded fully trusting, lying there on the pillows with an arm over his eyes and licking his dry lips as Ilya wiped the mess from his stomach.
“Ty ochen’ krasivyy. You are beautiful.” Ilya tossed the rag towards the laundry basket in the corner then stretched out alongside Shane on the bed for a moment, leaning in to press a slow kiss to his lax lips. “Stay, Shanychka. I will get a drink and be right back.” 
The apartment stayed stocked these days. Monday dates at the bakery weren’t always upstairs, but Ilya kept clothes in the small dresser anyway, comfortable pants and tagless shirts, and an assortment of socks and boxers that would fit either of them in case a clothing change was necessary for any reason, fun and nekkid or bakery catastrophe related or otherwise. 
The small bathroom had a bottle of Ilya’s curl-specific shampoo and the ultra expensive, sensitive skin, pleasantly scented body wash Shane preferred, and the linen closet was well equipped with towels in ridiculously fluffy thread counts and sensibly absorbent weaves, washcloths in a dozen different colors, extra sheets and hygiene items of both the standard and prep-specific variety. There was plenty to drink in the fridge and more available in the tiny pantry crowded in alongside the stack washer/dryer set. The cupboards were full of prepackaged snacks for whenever Ilya didn’t have something freshly delicious ready to go in the bakery, and the small freezer stacked with quick meals just in case. 
No, their Monday dates weren’t always upstairs, and it was really fucking importantly amazing that date options now included the cabin, the East End house, the bakery, the apartment, the ice rink and the office, Jacob’s Place and walking around ice cream dates in Vegas, but Ilya kept the upstairs apartment stocked anyway. Just in case. Just because. Just for the way Shane would smile dazed and relieved and honestly a little bit expectant cos he was admittedly a little bit spoiled and wasn’t actually ever surprised when Ilya brought him an already opened drink or snack. 
Fuck, Ilya loved seeing Shane smile dazed and relieved and expectantly spoiled at him. 
He grabbed a cold water for himself from the fridge and a room temperature one from the pantry for Shane, and when he heard the bed squeak and the bathroom door closed, Ilya took another minute to gather up his discarded clothes, slipping back into his discarded underwear and carrying the rest along with the water back to the bedroom. 
Ilya cracked the lid on Shane’s water and set it on the end table, then bent to pick up Shane’s clothes, laying the shirt neatly over the chair but dropping the boxer briefs in the laundry and replacing them with a soft pair of sweats from the dresser. 
Hopefully Shane came back from the bedroom and was willing to cuddle up naked for a while, but if Ilya had to settle for seeing Shane fill out the well worn, low slung sweats without any underwear obscuring the shape and size of him behind the light gray material? Well, that was a sacrifice Ilya was willing to make. 
From Granny Alicia: Had to move the first interview to 1130, is that okay?
Nope, Ilya didn’t like that. The first interview hadn’t been scheduled until one o’clock, which would have left plenty of time to waste the rest of the morning away in bed with Shane, and just enough time to make Shane lunch downstairs before having to clock in and actually get some work done. But 11:30 meant having to say good-bye well before lunch, meant they had an hour at the most before having to get dressed and get downstairs to avoid Alicia or the potential new employee coming in early enough to catch them together. 
Damn it. Ilya set his jaw frustrated at the change in plans, but texted back: 
From Ilya: Would rather keep later interview time, unless this is the girl you liked very much when she came in for application?
From Granny Alicia: Yes, Brylie’s friend who worked at a bakery during college in Montreal. You liked her application because she is available early mornings all summer long while you’re gone in Russia. 
Damn it, this was an interview Ilya didn’t want to miss. She had years of relevant experience and the references to match, was used to the prep shift at a much larger sized bakery in the city and had noted a preference for  the earliest hours available so she could spend her time baking instead of dealing with customers. She would be the perfect addition to the staff, someone to take over the busy work tasks Ilya always assigned himself because he had nothing else to do while the girls were in school, someone who could handle the summer rush without faltering because the Montbonne summer rush was nothing more than an average day at her previous job in Montreal, someone who could step up and step in so Ilya could make good on the promise to Shane to slow down and be less busy without worrying about the bakery falling behind. 
From Ilya: Yes, okay. 11:30. I will be here. 
“Is everything okay? Do we have to get dressed and go?” 
Ilya hadn’t realized he was outright scowling at his phone, the text message chain and the clock ticking over towards ten am, until Shane spoke up sounding unsure from the bathroom doorway. 
“Shanychka.” Ilya set a quick alarm on his phone for an hour, then put it face down on the side table and whistled towards Shane admiring as he looked him over from bare feet up to his sex mussed hair. “No, everything is okay and I am not done with you yet. So come back to bed, but walk slowly, yes? I like to see everything swing.” 
“Not done with me yet, huh? So you need like another six minutes to be done with me a second time or….?” Shane smiled a little. Smiled a little more when Ilya sputtered offended, “That is rude, it was at least ten minutes.” 
“Baby, I was being generous with six, you might have only lasted three once you got inside me.” Shane pushed off the bathroom door and made his way back to the bed, sliding under the covers and sitting up against the pillows. “How much time do we have left?”   
Ilya started to answer, but stopped. Opened his mouth to tell Shane about the moved up interview but stopped. Took a breath and nearly over explained rambling about how he’d only said yes to the rescheduling because the potential new employee would make everything so much easier moving forward, would lessen his and Alicia’s bakery centric stress while he was in Russia, and how Ilya was goddamn dedicated to re arranging his habits, his schedule, his life to ensure all the time over all the years he’d spent being too purposefully busy was now time that belonged to Shane. 
Ilya started, but Shane sat down stiff in the bed, back straight and hands in his lap pick pick plucking at a blanket fiber, his left knee bent like it hurt, his right leg bouncing under the sheets like he was anxious, so Ilya stopped and checked in instead. 
“Hey.” He took Shane’s hand and kissed his knuckles, then covered it with his other hand and held them all in his lap. “V chyom delo, what’s wrong?” 
“How much time do we have left?” Shane asked again, and Ilya frowned at the wobble of uncertainty in the question, “We have enough time, don’t worry. Tell me what is wrong.” 
“I um.” Shane scratched his eyelid, his eyebrow, then rubbed at his ear. "It's not a big deal. Just um. I--"
Ilya waited. Shane closed his eyes to gather his thoughts, then opened them again and blurted out all at once, “I don’t like having to check on how much time we have!"
"Ah." Ilya didn't quite know what to say to that. "Okay. I am... sorry?"
"It's not your fault." Shane shook his head quickly. "But I came outta the bathroom and you were on your phone checking the time and it feels like we have to rush. Like we’re cramming all the good things we can fit into a few quick minutes and I don’t like that. I don’t like it.” 
“No, that is my fault, and I am sorry for it.” Ilya pressed a kiss to the back of Shane’s hand, rubbing his cheek over the soft skin apologetically. “Today is all mixed up. I should have texted about being at home instead of the bakery, and now Alicia texted to move interview earlier so yes, we have less time, but--"
“I don’t mean today.” Shane cut him off. “I mean, yeah today. I guess. But today isn’t anything, it doesn’t matter, it was just a little mix up and the payoff was worth it,” he tapped their clasped hands at Ilya’s thigh, then added with the tiniest smirk and the barest a hint of smugness, “Even if the payoff only lasted a minute and a half. Tops.” 
“You are bullying me.” Ilya’s lips thinned. “You are bullying me for being so overwhelmed by your pretty freckles and perfect body that my heart bursts at the seams and I cannot control it.” 
“Is that what we’re calling it?” The smirk grew, “Your heart bursting at the seams? I thought the clinical term was premature ejacu–” 
“Hey!” Whack! The pillow across Shane’s face didn’t do much more than muffle Shane’s cackle over having chirped Ilya’s poor ego right into oblivion, but he still shouted, “Ouch!” and yanked it out of Ilya’s hands to wallop him right back. 
“Damn you Shane Hollander!” Ilya grabbed a different pillow and the attempted conversation devolved into a fight, into a scuffle, into a roll across the mattress and a tangle of limbs. 
“Gimme a break, Rozanov, you’ve lasted longer right now than you lasted— ACK! HEY!!” Elbows and knees were kept out of the way to avoid bumps and bruises in unfortunate places, but pinching and tickling were fully legal as were any of the assorted throw pillows Ilya had always been willing to keep stacked on the apartment bed but now fully regretted, because he knew Shane liked plenty of pillows, but he hadn’t once thought that perhaps Shane liked plenty of pillows because Shane was a beast when it came to pillow fights. 
“Motherfucker–!” By the time all the pillows had been weaponized, stripped away and tossed to the floor, Shane was gasping for air and hardly able to talk through each raspy laugh. 
“You– you started it.” The blankets were tangled and knotted all around their legs and Ilya struggled out of the constricting mess, flopping back onto the destroyed bed and groaning. “I am too old for this shit.” 
“I dunno about all that.” Shane scooted across the mattress to smeck a kiss onto Ilya’s cheek, and trailed his fingers down Ilya’s bare abdomen, through the dark hair below his navel and lightly lightly along the length of Ilya half chubbed again under his briefs. “I’d say at least part of you is up for a pillow fight.” 
“You are going to bully me for being a minute man again?” Ilya pinched Shane’s side, and Shane laughed at him, nuzzling a kiss to the curve of Ilya’s pec and rubbing his nose on him, “No, baby. I promise.” and laying down across Ilya’s chest, cuddling in over his heart. 
“Mmm this is better.” Ilya hugged Shane in close, breathing out relieved when the earlier odd hitch of hesitance faded away the longer they lay together with Shane collapsed against him, their limbs loose and feet tangled up, stretched out and pressed together touching all the way down to their toes.
“Yeah.” Shane hitched his leg up so he was half laying over Ilya’s lap, rolling his hips to push the soft bulk of his bare cock into Ilya’s thigh, and sighing in contentment. “Better.” 
“So okay.” Ilya put one arm behind his head and slid his other hand down Shane’s back, finding the twin dimples tucked at the top curve of Shane’s ass and spreading his fingers wide to cover them, sweeping his thumb over the tempting softness. “Tell me what is wrong. Do not be sad or nervous this time. We are like this now, yes? Comfortable and honest and the conversations are not scary anymore. Tell me.” 
“Fuck you, don’t tell me what to do.” Shane lay a kiss over Ilya’s heart, one at the underside of his chin, then propped up on his elbow to see him better, sliding his arm under the pillow beneath Ilya’s head and fitting tighter into Ilya’s side so Ilya would keep drawing slow, soothing circles at his back. “But okay, here’s the thing. Here’s what I was trying to say.” 
It was easier face to face, easier with their legs tangled and bodies lined up, easier with Ilya gazing up at him with his blue eyes gone soft and a small smile already lifting his gorgeous mouth because no matter what Shane was about to say, it was fine. It was fine, Ilya had him, all Shane had to do was open his mouth and say it. 
So. 
“We have a schedule for our whole life.” Shane started slowly, and Ilya nodded, “Da, dorogoy, is my favorite thing, our full family calendar is so beautiful.” 
“It is.” It was, and Shane kissed him for it, covering Ilya’s mouth for a solid, grateful few seconds. “And I’m really glad we have so much time together. Looking at the calendar and knowing exactly what we’re doing, breakfast at Jacob’s, family dinner at the cabin, I can pretty much tell how much time we’ll have, know when you’ll come over or when I’ll have to leave. Some days I know if we hook up it has to be quick, other times I know we’ll have time to go slow and be quiet after, and then there’s days with the girls where I know we’re just hanging out. I’m glad for all of that.” 
“Yes, is nice to know ah…” Ilya watched Shane’s expression closely, trying to determine whether the crease at the corner of Shane’s beautiful eyes was stress or shyness, whether the slight downturn to his gorgeous mouth was self conscious or strained. “Boundaries. To have plans. We had to guess too many things for too long with each other, and now we do not have to wonder. Shanychka, why are you being shy right now?” 
“I’m not shy.” Shane was being shy, hesitating and stammering over his words just a bit, not anxious or stressed out but stuck in his head self conscious, tinting pink behind his freckles and to the tip of his ears because he didn’t know how to put it all into words “I’m not shy. I’m just–” 
“You are being a shy koala.” Ilya bumped his knuckles at Shane’s cheek affectionately. “What is it? Tell me."
“Okay. Um, our plans are great. The calendar is great.” Shane tip tapped scratched his fingers at Ilya’s chest, fidgeting. “But sometimes I don’t like having to think about it. About the plans and time limits.” 
Ilya opened his mouth to respond, but Shane rushed to keep talking, trying to explain, “Sometimes the calendar actually sucks, because I have to pick and choose what to do, right? We have a lot more time together, but it’s still limited so I end up stressing about choosing what to do, and then with the whole schedule, stuff gets left out. Not sex, we never leave sex out if we can help it, but the other stuff gets left out a lot. The after stuff. And I get it, we don’t always have time, but sometimes I think—" 
He dug his teeth into his bottom lip, worrying the tender skin. “Sometimes I think about Vegas. Not that Vegas, you know, but this Vegas. New Vegas. I keep thinking about it, then thinking about the calendar and it’s just–” 
“Vegas.” Shane was being shy, not angry or irritable or even really upset, but Ilya’s stomach still dropped, his chest still tightened up, because they’d worked so hard, he had worked so hard to make their new Vegas better, he’d worked so hard to over write and re do every single painful memory so when Shane thought about Vegas, it was only ever with a smile.  
Fuck. 
“Why Vegas?” the words caught anxious in his throat. “What is wrong with Vegas?” 
“No, no, nothing is wrong with Vegas. Don’t think that. Damn it.” It was easier face to face, lined up toes to shoulders and pressed in warm, but Shane still tripped up his words, still stammered through the disconnect between what he was trying to ask and whatever the hell his brain did to jumble everything up before he managed to say it out loud. “That’s not what I meant.” 
Tip tap. Tip tap. One and one two three four and one to three. Tip tap. Tip tap. Shane drummed the pattern on Ilya’s chest. “Okay. Could you maybe–” 
He shook his head and made a go ahead motion, a keep going motion, waved his hand like he was prompting, like he was coaxing, like he was waiting for Ilya to step in and finish his sentence. 
Sometimes Shane needed someone to make him talk, to grab him tight and shake the words out, to sit him down and force him to open up, sometimes he needed Ilya to push so he got past the anxious block in his mind. Sometimes he needed Ilya to do the breakfast thing, the ordering food for him thing, the stepping up and knowing Shane well enough, knowing Shane trusted him enough to take over and boss him around a little bit thing, come on. 
Come on, come on, come on. 
“Da, sweetheart. Here.” One four three, I love you, make me talk. Ilya counted the beats of Shane’s fingers, caught the unspoken request for pushing, and slid his arm free from under his head so he could catch Shane’s hand to stop the restless prompting motion. He kissed the tips of Shane’s fingers, then set them right over his necklace, folding them around the delicate cross. 
“Right here.” he ordered, raising his voice a notch so Shane would listen, but staying reclined into the pillows and pinned under Shane's body he was looking up at Shane and Shane knew he wasn’t going anywhere. 
Ilya wasn’t going anywhere, he was locked in and listening and he bent one knee so Shane was hugged in between his leg and his other arm still wrapped at Shane’s back, his hand still spread wide and possessive low at Shane’s butt. 
“Look right here.” Ilya tapped at Shane’s hand hooked into his necklace, and when Shane’s dark eyes dropped to look, when his fingers tightened and lips parted over a quietly relieved sigh, Ilya rumbled, “Good job. Is better, da? Look right here, right here,” another purposeful tap at his chest so Shane would keep his eyes on the necklace and focus. “Now tell me. Whatever it is. Say it.” 
“Fuck, this is better. Thank you." The conversation was easier laying down than it had been sitting side by side, and it was even easier like this, with no expectation of eye contact but a hundred different points of physical contact to keep him grounded and close. 
“Okay. Okay.” Shane kept his eyes on Ilya’s necklace, felt the beat of Ilya’s heart beneath his arm as he shifted his weight resting solid against him. “I’m going to be selfish right now.” 
“Be selfish, moya lyubov’.” Ilya agreed to it immediately. “Is okay. Be selfish, please.” 
“Our calendar is great.” Shane brushed his fingers over a beauty mark on Ilya’s chest. “And I love it. But having all that time together in Vegas made me realize we still don’t actually have very much time together here. I know it will be better after Russia, for a few weeks the girls will only have hockey without having any school so things won’t be super busy, we’ll get plenty of time together then. But I want more... now.”  
“More what, Shanychka?” Ilya was willing to wait for Shane to find his words, but he wasn’t willing to leave those words ambiguous or unclear or open to any sort of misinterpretation that would lead to miscommunication, they were done with all that. They’d already talked about waiting until after Russia for more family time and specifically more sleepovers, the conversation about moving in together had been pinned as someday and planning on a real someday was enough for right now, they’d exchanged I love yous, Shane had been almost viciously possessive declaring Ilya his and Ilya had meant every word, syllable, letter promising Shane forever, but Shane still needed more, so Ilya held him tight and prompted, “What do you want more of?” 
“I want more time to be together.” Shane answered. “Just us. Together.” 
“Okay.” That wasn’t much clarification, and Ilya mulled it over a minute, mentally sifting through the few disjointed sentences Shane had started the conversation with. “You are thinking about Vegas, yes? We had lots of time to walk around and talk, we did not have the girls to worry about or a schedule for school or practice. Our day was… spontaneous? Not planned like in our calendar, no time limits. You said–” 
He kept thinking, trying to recall Shane’s attempted explanation. “You said you know if we have time to go slow or if we have to be quick and,” his brow furrowed, “you said you had to pick and choose what to do and other things are left out.”  
Shane’s fingers tightened at his necklace and Ilya paused, “Other things. After things. You mean like being quiet? We do not always have time to be quiet together the way you like.” 
Another tug at his necklace, and Ilya lifted his head off the pillow trying to see Shane’s expression better, “You said we never skip sex, but the other stuff gets left out.” 
And louder, sitting up further because his heart rate picked up nervous at the thought of missing something big, fuck had he missed a cue or hint because he’d been too focused on getting Shane naked?
“Shanychka, did you only want to be quiet this morning? You should tell me no, you can always say no lyubimyy a,nd I will stop, is okay for us not have sex, I do not want you to–” 
“Wait, whoa.” Shane interrupted with a frown. “Where did you get that idea, I never said I didn’t want sex.” 
“You said–” 
“I said sometimes the other stuff, the quiet stuff,” he clarified with a little nod, “gets skipped. Not that I don’t want sex. Or that I didn’t want it today.” 
Shane flattened his hand at Ilya’s chest and pressed him back down into the pillows, settling in over him again. “Don’t say that. Last time you said that, we had to play monks for six weeks.” 
“Ah. My mistake.” Ilya chuckled over the immediate denial, the little huff Shane gave that was brattily reminiscent of how he’d reacted to Ilya’s idea of monkhood way back in February. He reset Shane’s hand on his necklace and went back to asking questions, “But you did want to be quiet this morning, right? And we do not have time. You say in the schedule you can tell which days we will have time to go slow together, and you want more of that, yes?” 
Shane nodded, and Ilya patted his butt encouragingly, “Shane, that is not selfish. Why do you think that is selfish? I want more slow days with you, too. I am interviewing extra staff today to make sure we have time together, and after Russia–” 
“No, I know all that.” Shane cut in. “I know all that. But.” 
“But what?” Ilya could read Shane very well, all his tiny tells and microexpressions and inflections in his voice, but he didn’t have all the answers, didn’t know all the things. “Tell me. I am out of ideas and I cannot read your mind, so tell me so I do not have to guess.” 
“Sometimes getting quiet freaks me out.” the confession was halting, almost a whisper. “When we don’t have a lot of time, we don’t do the– the quiet thing.” Shane tapped his bottom lip, then went back to holding Ilya’s necklace. “And when we do have time, I fall into it so fast, it sorta freaks me out. Like one minute I’m there with you, the next minute I’m out there somewhere floating and yeah, you’ve got me–” 
“I always have you.” Ilya promised and Shane met his eyes for a brief, sweet smile, “I know you do. You’ve got me and you keep it quiet and it’s great. But the drop into it?” he shook his head. “Sometimes it’s really fast. And then trying to come out of it– it’s too much. Too hard. Especially if I have to leave you when it’s dark out cos we aren’t doing lots of overnighters yet, or if you set an alarm on your phone to go get the girls from school.” 
Breathe. “After Vegas, I started thinking maybe we could only do the quiet thing. Spend all our time that day only doing that so I don’t like– like drop in so fast? And then maybe coming out of it won’t feel like I’m trying to beat an alarm or make a time limit or whatever. Does that make sense?.” 
“So this is your selfish thing.” Ilya smoothed his hand up Shane’s back to tangle in his hair, brushing his thumb at Shane’s cheek. “You don’t want sex–” 
“Stop saying I don’t want sex!” Shane fussed, exasperated, “I didn’t say that! You’re not about to do the celibate thing again just because I want–” 
“Hush.” Ilya crunched up in the bed to shush him with a quick kiss before settling back down and amending, “Okay sometimes you want to maybe skip sex and only have the quiet. But with our schedule and planned dates, you have to pick. Sex or quiet. Or maybe both, but then is too much because you get floaty too fast and is difficult to enjoy being,” he nudged Shane’s chin up so he could trace his lips. “mouth full, brain fully empty, right? When you know there is a time limit.” 
He pressed his thumb to the corner of Shane’s mouth thoughtfully, “We were not quiet in Vegas, not really. So why did Vegas make you think of this?” 
“Because I didn’t have to think about anything in Vegas.” Shane said bluntly, then backpedaled to correct, “I mean yeah, Friday I was stressed because I didn’t know what was going on. But you planned all of it. The tickets, car, the hotel. You made spa reservations, dinner reservations, bought me clothes, took care of our room, ordered room service, had drinks, all of it. You planned all of it and it felt… unlimited.” 
Shane turned into the push of his thumb, parted his lips and flicked his tongue out against Ilya’s finger. 
“Vegas felt unlimited.” he murmured hoarsely. “After Friday night, I didn’t have to think about anything more complicated than what flavor of gelato I wanted or a suggestion for dinner, and even then you ordered for me and paid for me and set up the dinner stuff. You planned all the places we walked, the shops we went to, set up rides, I didn’t even know what time our flights left until you told me. I didn’t have to think about anything cos you had it all set up. Not scheduled, but– but structured.” 
“I liked the structure.” he repeated, eyebrows raised meaningfully. “All I had to do was be there. And it felt really fucking quiet,” Shane turned his head into Ilya’s palm, closing his eyes and exhaling slowly. “Different than how I get quiet after sex, but good. It was so good.” 
“Okay.” Ilya knew there were real terms out there for what Shane meant when he talked about being quiet. He was fairly sure those terms aligned with all those smutty, handcuffy, BDSM books Sveta liked to read, but he wasn’t about to say that, so instead he offered, “You want me to be bossy on purpose. Set everything up structured but not tell you the details so you can turn your brain all the way off. Get you quiet slowly so the ah—drop?  doesn’t freak you out, not tell you the time limit so you don’t worry, but keep the time limit so you can come back up, yes? So you can come back aware without being rushed.” 
“Yeah.” Shane nodded. Swallowed. “Yes. Exactly that. Do you remember our first movie night?” 
“Da, konechno.” 
“That was good, too.” he shifted his weight so he was laying further over Ilya, his leg hitched up so he was almost straddling him. “Movie night. We were touching the whole time, not really doing anything but you were there and– and solid. Right up against me the entire time, like our legs and our arms, I couldn’t breathe without feeling you. And you played with my hair and kept the TV down low so it didn’t intrude, right? That was the first time I felt quiet without sex first and it was… nice.” 
“Was nice for me too.” Ilya remembered their very first movie night vividly. “Okay. So we will do more like that?” 
“More like that and more like Vegas. Please.” Shane let go of Ilya's necklace to knead at the bulk of his chest, scratching his blunt nails sideways and under Ilya’s arm, then down his ribs to hold his hip. “Is that– does that sound boring? 
“Obviously, yes.” Ilya ran his hand over Shane’s thigh and down to his knee, tracing the bulky scars then curling his hand under to tug Shane all the way over on top of him, bracing his other hand at Shane’s hip to help him sit up straddling his lap. He took a moment to appreciate the view, Shane’s thick thighs on either side of his waist, the dark curls at the vee of his hips and the bulk of his soft cock, his stomach and breadth of his chest, the broad span of Shane’s shoulders and flex of his arms, the size of his hands as he pushed his hair out of his eyes and smiled a little bit shy down at him. 
“Bozhe, Shanchkay.” Ilya ran his hands up Shane’s stomach to his chest, then around to hold his biceps, murmuring admiringly. “Kakoy zhe ty krasivyy.” 
“Kr–krasivyy.” Shane echoed uncertainly. “That means beautiful, right?”
“Yes, beautiful.” Ilya sat up to kiss him, wrapping his arms tightly possessive at his waist. “You are beautiful and you are so fucking boring.”
“Fuck you.” Shane grinned at him and Ilya kissed him again, assuring, “No, I am very happy about it. You want to be quiet like it is unlimited, you want time to trust me to take care of it and take care of you, you are selfish and boring and perfect, Shanychka. Ty idealen, you are perfect.” 
“You’ll set it all up?” Shane braced one hand on the tufted headboard and twisted the other into Ilya’s hair, knotting his fingers in the curls and tipping Ilya’s head back to take the kiss over and drive it messy with a twist of tongue, spreading his knees and sitting heavier on Ilya’s lap when Ilya lifted up beneath him encouraging. “You’ll plan it, take care of all the details for me?” 
“Of course. Vso dlya tebya, everything for you, you can have everything.” Ilya promised against his lips, and Shane’s grip at Ilya’s hair tightened painful as the enormity of being seen and accepted and so thoroughly easily loved made him quake for a few heady seconds. 
“You’re sure it isn’t asking too much?” once he could breathe again, Shane let go of Ilya’s hair to hold his face, both hands at his cheeks and their foreheads pushed together. “It seems like— I dunno, I feel like other couples don’t have to do this? Color code calendars and plan quiet days out like this? Are we insane?” 
“Maybe.” Ilya kneaded his knuckles into Shane’s rear, groaning when Shane’s cock flexed twitching hardening in the scant inch between their bodies, bumping against his stomach. “But who cares. We are the best couple. And you are not asking too much.”
“No?” Shane knew it wasn’t asking too much, but he wanted to hear Ilya say it anyway. He knew Ilya meant it when he promised anything and everything and that the quiet was just as important for him as it was to Shane, but he asked anyway because he loved to hear it, “I’m not being too selfish?” 
“Welllllllll, let me think about it.” Ilya dragged the word out dramatically, rolling them in the bed so Shane fell back into the pillows and he could settle between his legs, grinding down against him purposefully. “Is terrible for me to have to spend a whole bossing a freckled speckled Coach around, yes? And oh no, you will be blushy and bat your lashes at me and give me a million kisses while I call you a good boy for listening so well? How will I survive? What a selfish brat you are, Shanychka. The worst.” 
“No no, I’m not the worst. You’re the worst.” Shane flushed under the teasing praise, hooking his feet over Ilya’s legs and canting his hips up to rub against him. “You kept saying I didn’t want sex. That’s fucking rude. I think you should blow me to make up for it.” 
“Ah so he is a brat,” Ilya scraped his teeth along Shane’s neck “and a whore?” then followed it with his tongue, lapping warm and wet and grinning into the satin soft skin when Shane’s attempt at pinching him for the whore comment turned into an eager pull at his butt as Shane widened his legs and tried to drag him closer. “I only said the no sex thing twice.” 
“And that’s– that’s– fuck.” Shane arched up moaning into a bruising kiss at the curve of his throat. “Fuck. That’s two times too many. You sh-shouldn’t have said it all, so now you gotta be– be punished for it.” 
“Punished for it!” Ilya laughed in delight, grabbing Shane’s jaw and crushing their mouths together for a hard kiss. “This is my punishment for trying to be understanding, for trying to talk to you and be honest, I have to suck your dick?” 
“Yeah. Yes.” Shane wrenched away from the kiss with a needy gasp and planted his hands at Ilya’s shoulders, trying to shove him down the bed, down his body. “This is your punishment. Call it serving hard time.” 
“Okay Mr. Warden with your hard time.” llya sealed his lips around Shane’s nipple, scraping his teeth and hollowing his cheeks suckling over him until Shane cried out loud, then switching to give the other nipple the exact same treatment, “Where should I carry out my sentence? Right here in bed? In the shower? I will carry you downstairs and put you in your spot at the big table so you can eat a cinnamon roll while I worship you on my knees? Where do you want me?” 
“Right here.” Shane ordered, begged, scratching at Ilya’s back and squirming underneath him. “I want you right here.” 
“You have me. ” Ilya breathed it in Russian, sliding down Shane’s body and scattering kisses as he went, nipping sharp bites and soothing them with quick little licks until he could dip his tongue into Shane’s navel then swirl it around the tip of his cock laying hard against his stomach. “You have all of me, I am yours, I am–” 
“Wait wait wait.” Shane blurted, and Ilya waited, looking up the length of Shane’s body with his chin resting low on Shane’s stomach, red lips still parted ready to lay adoration into his skin before taking him into his mouth. “Did you call me a freckled, speckled Coach just now?” 
“I did.” Ilya scrunched his nose in an unrepentant grin. “Will you add to my punishment for it? Should I use my fingers, too? Because I would hate that so much, oh no.” 
“God, I love you.” Shane set his fingers lightly beneath Ilya’s brilliant blue eyes, then swept down over his cheek tracing the familiar beauty marks and moles and whispered, “I love you so fucking much.” 
“Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu.” Ilya whispered right back, and kissed the center of Shane’s palm. “My Shane, my forever, I love you too.” 
*****
Thursday
“Hey Mom.” 
“Shane!” Yuna was working on not sounding so surprised whenever Shane reached out unprompted with a text or call, but her voice still pitched caught off guard for a second when he called her from the car Thursday afternoon. “How are you, sweetheart?” 
“I’m doing okay.” Shane smiled when he heard the music cut off in the background and a door close as Yuna most likely sequestered herself in the office for the chat. “You busy?” 
“No.” Yuna assured him. “I mean, yes I was in the middle of doing paperwork, but I care much less about that than I do about talking with you.” 
“Uh-huh.” Shane grimaced when the car jolted over a too deep rut at the end of the driveway. He needed to get a call in and see about paving his driveway and maybe the whole damn private lane. It was only a few miles from the highway to the cabin, but it was a few miles of rutted, rocky, rough roads and he was tired of it. Plus he had plenty of money and not a whole lot to do with it so yeah, maybe he’d just get the whole damn thing paved. “So do your bosses know you regularly ditch paperwork for chit chat, or….?”
“You know, I don’t know?” Yuna had never been bothered by a boss’s opinion in her entire life. “But they’re too impressed by my work and too scared of my wrath to fuss, so it’s fine. What are you up to?” 
Before Shane could answer her question or comment snarky about her wrath and how she’d definitely bullied her bosses into a big paycheck and wildly flexible work hours, Yuna jumped back in, “Oh no wait. Thursday afternoon. You’re heading to practice with your Loons, right? It’s late in the year to still be doing practices, and U9 is too young to need off-season training, what are you possibly doing to those poor girls?” 
“Okay, don’t make it sound like I’m torturing them.” Shane sighed in relief when he finally made it onto the main highway and could up his speed. “We do normal practice stuff, Mom. Speed contests, stick handling drills, I know they’re only U9 but there’s some real talent on the team and since most of them won’t ever be able to afford to play the comp leagues, I’m doing what I can, while I can for them. It’s not fair that they don’t get the same chances other kids do just because they live up here. Plus, the Loons love it and so do I. Half the parents use it as an excuse for date night, they know the girls are safe and they know–” 
“Shane. Sweetheart.” Yuna raised her voice over his rapid fire, defensive reasoning. “I was teasing you. I’m sure the girls are having fun, I’m sure the parents appreciate you dedicating so much time to the team, I was teasing. It’s fine.” 
“Right. Right. Sorry.” Shane’s knee jerk reaction to be quickly defensive about his team, his Loons, his girls, was probably something to work on, maybe something to talk with Dr. Soule about because he knew damn well his Mom wasn’t being negative, but he’d still popped off with half a dozen justifications for how much time he spent on the ice with the team…
…whatever. That was a not super serious thought to consider later. 
“Anyway.” he started again. “Today’s our last practice. The rink is doing free skate days next week for the elementary school, then shutting down for maintenance for a month before the summer rec leagues start up.” 
“Oh that’s nice.” Yuna replied enthusiastically. “And you’ll be done with practice and have your schedule opened up more in time for your birthday next weekend? Do you… have any plans for that? For your birthday weekend?” 
Yuna didn’t mention Shane’s birthday weekend was also Mother’s Day weekend. The hesitation in the question had nothing to do with wondering if or hinting towards Shane doing anything for her. No, Yuna phrased the question carefully and moderated her tone casual because historically, Shane had always refused to celebrate his birthday. 
Highschool had been awkward and parties the bane of his existence, he hadn’t known what to do with that many people all paying attention to him and the competitive leagues kept him so busy, there hadn’t been much downtime anyway. Shane had established and enforced a clear boundary between his hockey career and his personal life, with the Pike family being the lone and infrequent exception over the years. May was playoff season, if Shane wasn’t on the ice actively chasing the Cup, he was in the training facilities, in the gym, reviewing game tapes training trying to figure out what could be fixed in himself and in the team to make sure they made it to the playoffs the next season. Birthday cake was off limits along with everything else in his ultra restrictive diet, so honestly, what was the point? 
During the worst moments of the hardest years between 2014 and the pandemic when Yuna had watched Shane push himself to outward excellence while collapsing in on himself emotionally, she’d worried that maybe he didn’t celebrate his birthday because he didn’t consider his life worth acknowledging anymore. 
As the years rolled on and Shane quit responding to birthday texts or picking up the phone when they called, Yuna had worried maybe Shane didn’t consider himself worth acknowledging anymore either. 
Mother’s Day had never gone ignored. Shane sent her flowers every year, gifted her a spa day, maybe a trip, one year he paid to renovate the dated master bath at the Montreal house so she could have both the giant clawfoot soaking tub of her dreams and a beautifully custom walk in shower. Yuna loved all of it, was grateful for all of it, but she would have gladly returned every single penny spent if it meant her boy didn’t ignore phone calls on his birthday, then show up for Mother’s Day as if everything was fine. 
It was a sensitive subject for any number of reasons, and after the turmoil and upset of the past year, Yuna had no idea how to broach the topic without sounding concerned or nosy or making Shane self conscious. 
So she asked cautiously and hopefully believably casually, “Is there still time before Ilya gets too busy at the bakery for the summer season? Maybe since your birthday is on a Saturday, the two of you and those cute girls could–” 
“Mom.” Yuna wasn’t as good at hiding her worry as she thought she was. Shane wondered briefly if maybe he wasn’t as good at hiding things as he thought, and that’s why Ilya could always see right through him. “Mom? Listen. About my birthday this year.” 
“Yeah.” Yuna inhaled real quick. “Yes. What about it?” 
“Will you and Dad drive up to Montbonne and spend the weekend with me?” 
“...what?” 
“I thought um.” The steering wheel cover squeaked as Shane ran his hands over it nervously. “My birthday is Saturday and Mother’s Day is Sunday. If you guys drive up and stay the weekend at the cabin, we can do family dinner for my birthday. Svetlana is coming to spend Mother’s Day with the girls and Ilya said he’d put together a big brunch on Sunday, we invited Alicia since she’s like adopted Granny to the twins and we’ll just– you know. All of us spend the weekend together? It’s a long drive, so if you wanted to stay a few days into the week, that’d be fine. We could go for a hike in the hills or–” 
The call fuzzed out, muffling and scratching like the phone had been dropped onto the couch and Shane frowned. “Mom? Still there? I might’ve gone through a dead spot, the service out this way sucks. Mom?” 
“Shane.” David picked up on the other end, and Shane blinked, “Hey Dad. What happened to Mom? She okay?” 
“Physically, yes. Emotionally, not so much.” David answered calmly, and Shane shook his head, “What do you mean, what’s wrong?” 
“Nothing’s wrong. But after everything that’s happened in the last year, you can’t just call your Mom up and invite her to the cabin for the first time as a joint birthday party and Mother’s Day celebration with the love of your life and those sweet girls who are gonna be your kids sometime soon.” David's steady voice wobbled a little bit. “Because that means really, you’re inviting your Mom and I up there to meet our future son-in-law and our future grandkids so you can see why that’s got her all in a tizzy, huh?” 
“Future son-in-law.” Shane repeated blankly, then incredulously, “Future grandkids?” and thunderstruck, like it had only just occurred to him for the very first time. “Holy shit.” 
“Well.” David paused. Cleared his throat. “Am I wrong?” 
“...no.” Shane whispered. “No, you’re not. Holy shit. Okay. Um–” 
David gave Shane a minute to stammer and stutter his way through that particular realization, then prompted “So what’s the plan, kiddo? I walked into the office just in time to hear the tail end of whatever you were saying, then your Mom sorta squeaked and threw the phone at me, so I’ve got zero details.” 
“Right. Right. The plan.” Shane gripped the steering wheel, the leather cover squeaking between his fingers as a burst of jittery anticipation and a sudden, wide grin strained the words breathless. “Yeah. So I want you and Mom to come up next weekend. Svetlana’s coming in Friday morning cos Nadya’s got a choir concert at school, then I’ve got my trivia tournament Friday night. If you guys come in Saturday morning, we’ll have family dinner out at the cabin, then do Mother’s Day brunch on Sunday at the bakery and you can stay a few days into the week if Mom can get off work?” 
“Well all that sounds really nice.” David decided. “We were going to go check on the lake house and your cottage this weekend anyway, so we’ll drive over and spend Friday night getting the lake house opened up for the summer weather, then head to Montbonne early Saturday?” 
“Yeah Dad, that sounds perfect.” 
“Is there anything on your wishlist for your birthday?” David checked in. Shane hadn’t had a birthday present request since his sixteenth birthday when he’d gotten his driver’s license and begged them to let him drive David’s truck to school instead of Yuna’s sturdy gray minivan, and it had hurt David’s heart just as much as it hurt Yuna’s to watch Shane refuse to celebrate himself over the years, so he wasn’t about to miss a chance to not just have a first time in a long time birthday party for his boy, but also to bring a present. “Something you want for the cabin, or something we can get you for your office at the rink? Anything at all?” 
“I don’t want or need anything.” Shane had almost put together a list random, benign little things for his parents to buy as a birthday present solely to satisfy their wish and want to do normal birthday things with him, but he’d changed his mind at the last minute, deciding them being around for family dinner was enough. “I told Ilya the same thing, he acted like I personally wounded him by not wanting a birthday present.” 
“Part of the fun of dating is letting your partner spoil you, Shane.” David pointed out amused. “And your Mr. Rozanov doesn’t seem the type to not buy presents, especially with having little ones. Presents for holidays and birthdays are mandatory with kids.” 
“No, I know. But Ilya doesn’t know the meaning of moderation when it comes to gifts.” he countered, thinking about Vegas and penthouse suites, of spa days and tailored suits. “I gave him a $25 limit for my birthday and he’s been arguing with me about it all week, says he can’t even buy a good flower bouquet with that price limit.” 
“Well good golly.” David whistled faux sympathetically. “You gotta argue with your boyfriend about flower bouquet sizes and being spoiled the right amount? How are you surviving that sorta strife in your relationship?” 
“Honestly I don’t know.” Fuck, it felt good to laugh and joke with his Dad, to be able to talk and tease openly about all the things that had been secrets not so long ago. “Clearly I have the patience of a saint.” 
“Thoughts and prayers, kiddo.” David’s answer was hilariously deadpan. “But okay then. We’ll plan to be in Montbonne by lunch next Saturday. You let us know if anything changes or if you want us to bring anything.” 
“Okay, see you soon.” Shane smiled around the grateful lump in his throat. “Love you, Dad.” 
“We sure love you, Shane.” David returned quietly. “See you next week.” 
The call disconnected just as Shane pulled up to the stop sign at the three way intersection where the highway branched left into Montbonne proper or right towards mountains. He flicked his blinker on left, then checked the time, decided, “Fuck it.” and flicked his blinker back right to pull through the intersection and turn his car heading East towards the picturesque old neighborhoods tucked at the base of the Montbonne foothills. 
“Girls?” It only took a few minutes for Shane to wind his way through the well groomed streets of the East End neighborhood and park in Ilya’s driveway. He let himself into the house and headed right down the hall, right for the bottom of the stairs to call, “Nadya, Mariya? It’s Coach!” 
“C-Coach?” 
“Coach! Hi to Coach!” Mariya appeared from their second floor domain first, barreling down the stairs the leggings and long sleeve she wore under her hockey gear and launching herself from three steps away for Shane to catch. “Hi to Coach!” 
“Hi Mayday.” Shane caught her easily, spinning her around before setting her carefully on the ground and holding his hand out to help a much calmer Nadya down the last few steps to hug her into his side. “Hey Nadya. How’s my favorite Loons? Excited for our last practice of the season?” 
“Y-yes yes yes!” Nadya pumped her little fist in excitement. “I c-can’t wait for the speed con-t-test!” 
“You and Bailey are the two fastest on the team, it’ll be a good race.” Shane tweaked one of her orderly braids affectionately. “Do you want to come to the rink early with me and help me turn on all the lights?” 
“YES!” Mariya shouted and whipped around to race back up the stairs, clambering up them on all fours with Nadya hot on her trail as Shane called up after them, “Make sure you’re all the way dressed for practice! Mayday, that means a hair tie! I’ll get your gear bags!” 
“Okay C-Coach! Okay!” 
Shane waited until both girls made it up the stairs with minimal slipping and sliding, then turned to look at Ilya, who’d come from the laundry room when he heard the ruckus and was standing there with a full basket of laundry and a wholly besotted expression. 
“Coach Hollander.” Ilya didn’t make any attempt to disguise the lovesick longing in his voice. “You think you can just let yourself into my house, kidnap my babies and whisk them away to do chores at the ice rink, hm?” 
“Well when you say it like that, I sound like some sort of super villain.” Shane walked right up to  Ilya, taking the laundry basket out of his hands and setting it aside so he could brace both palms at Ilya’s chest and back him into the nearest wall to cover him in a long kiss. 
“Hi, baby.” Shane kissed him again, plucking at Ilya’s t-shirt till he could push it out of the way to get his hands at Ilya’s waist, spreading his fingers wide at Ilya’s back and angling the kiss deeper, then groping a few inches down the back of Ilya’s pants to pull him in closer. “How are you?”  
“I’m good. And happy to see you. Is a good surprise, but–” Ilya’s eyes were wide, his smile stunned and a little bit goofy. “Everything is okay?” 
“Yeah. Yeah. Everything’s good.” Shane kissed him, kissed him, Ilya’s top lip and bottom lip and back again to trace the cupid’s bow of his mouth with his tongue. He brushed his lips at the rasp of scruff on Ilya’s chin, and trailed wet kisses up the line of his jaw as he notched his leg between Ilya’s thighs and rolled his hips forward, nipping and sucking at Ilya’s ear until Ilya made a desperate little noise and collapsed back against the wall. 
“Shanychka.” 
“Everything is so good.” Shane went back to Ilya’s mouth to lick the hungry, thready moan off Ilya’s tongue, then eased away, sighing out on a low rumble as he bumped their noses together lightly. “Is it okay if I take the girls to the rink early with me?” 
“Y-yes, is fine. You are–” Ilya’s blue eyes darted all over Shane’s face, searching for any hint as to why the surprise and why the kiss and why the emotion, why was Shane holding him so tight, kissing him like he’d had an epiphany, experienced some sort of revelation, like the answer to an earth shattering question could be answered if he fit tight enough to feel Ilya’s heart hammering in his chest. “What ah– what–?” 
“I love you.” Shane said quietly, simply, and Ilya nodded dazed, “Da, ya tozhe tebya lyublyu.” 
“I know you do.” Shane kissed him again, cupping his jaw and drawing it out lingering. “I’ll bring the girls back after practice if you want. Or maybe we can get dinner together? All four of us at Jacob’s place?” 
“Family dinner would be good, y-yes.” Ilya stammered, and Shane gave him one last kiss. “Okay. Sounds good to me, too. Are their bags ready to go?” 
Ilya managed a nod, and Shane switched directions in an instant, pulling away from Ilya and calling “Girls!” up the stairs as he went to grab their bags. “Time to go!” 
“C-Coming Coach!” 
“Here we are!” 
“P-poka, Daddy. Ssssee you soon!” 
“Bye Daddy! Love you!” 
And, “Bye, baby.” Shane sent the girls out to the car, and winked at Ilya, tapping his lips twice. “See you in a bit.” 
“Um. Bye?” 
The door shut, Ilya heard the muted sounds of what was probably that horribly morbid buckle it up song the twins liked to sing before the sound cut out under the rumble of Shane’s car starting up and pulling out of the driveway, and everything went quiet. 
“Fuck.” Ilya stood there slumped against the wall with the full laundry basket forgotten at his side, his stomach swooping from the unexpected attention, his lips tingling from so many kisses, and his chest aching, Ilya put a hand to his chest and rubbed over his heart where it ached like it might burst with happiness. “Fuck.” 
From Lily: You will murder me with kisses like that. 
From Jane: Could be worse. The serial killer down my road could get you. 
From Lily: Maybe we should talk about you moving into East End. For safety from the serial killer at the cabin. 
From Jane: Maybe we should. 
****
Wednesday
The Montbonne Community Ice Rink shut down every year for a month or so of necessary maintenance and cosmetic refreshing, and the last ice times booked before the bevy of contractors descended on the sturdy old building were always set aside for elementary school field trips. 
The skate rental counter opened with all sizes so everyone could have a pair, from the smallest of kindergarteners to the older kids who used the field trip as an excuse to hold hands and skate with their crush. Parent volunteers manned the concession stand so each kiddo could have a hot dog and soda lunch for the trip. The locker rooms were off limits, but Rachel recruited some of the dads to help move a couple of the portable pinball machines and easy arcade games over from next door and set up in the lobby. 
Usually, the field trip days with the skate rentals and provided snacks were paid for with a mix of funds from the School Council, donations from local businesses and a small field trip fee from the parents, but word went out several weeks before the field trip days that an anonymous donor had decided to cover the entire event to save the school money and to avoid Rachel having to dip into the very limited rink budget to cover operating costs. 
The day after the announcement for the fully funded field trip, a different announcement went home stating a second anonymous donor had paid for two hours of unlimited arcade time for each age group, so long as there were parent volunteers to hang out in the arcade and ensure nothing got broken or the older kids didn’t fight. 
Everyone knew Coach Hollander was the so called ‘anonymous donor’ for the field trip skate rentals and snacks. 
Nobody knew Ilya had found out about Shane's donation, then promptly decided to one up his boyfriend and paid for all the arcade time. 
Shane had argued that it wasn’t a competition, both donations were equal in their importance and what it did for the students morale. Ilya had shut him down with a succinct, “Video games always win, I am cooler than you” defense, and they’d taken the discussion to the bedroom, ultimately deciding while coming down together and sharing lazy kisses that both donations were great, and they should probably do more of that sort of thing for their little town, because why the hell not? 
Shane was at the rink on Wednesday to clean out his office and lock up anything important in preparation for some heating duct maintenance. It was field trip day for the second and third graders at Montbonne Elementary, and he’d planned to finish his office work before the kids arrived so he’d have a chance to hang out with the Mighty Loons for a bit, but Shane got caught in conversation after conversation with the parent volunteers who were there early to set everything up and wanted to chat, with Angie’s dad who was doing electrical repairs and wanted to know if Shane wouldn’t mind lending a hand, with Rachel who pulled him aside to thank him for the donation. 
Shane got exactly zero work done before the school bus arrived, but it was difficult to be annoyed by the endless small talk and his own lack of productivity when the big double doors opened and kids flooded into the rink with huge smiles and excited chatter, happy and thrilled and downright joyful to get to skate. 
That’s what it was about, too. Shane saw it with the Mighty Loons, he saw it with the twins, he’d finally started to see it in himself again during his morning skates. Hockey and being on the ice– it was always supposed to be about the joy. 
“Coach!” 
“COACH!” 
Janey spotted Shane first, Nychele spotted him second and let out a wild loon hoot, and within a few seconds the rest of the team peeled out of their groups and came racing for Shane, hooting and quacking and jumping all around as they tried to hug him, yank at his hands and talk at him in some high pitched, impossibly fast stream of conversation. 
“Hi Loons.” Shane tried to hug all of them, laughing as they talked over one another trying to fill him in on everything, waving over their heads apologetically to the parent volunteers and teachers trying their absolute best to maintain some kind of order, “Sorry! Sorry, I’ll uh– hey Loons.” 
He crouched down to their eye level, patting Bekah’s hand when she looped her arms around his neck hung off his shoulder in a clumsy hug, and habitually straightening Jane’s headband where it was crooked on her hair. “I’m really excited to see you girls, but this isn’t regular practice, right? You gotta stay with your teacher and the parent helpers, okay?” 
“We want to skate with you, though.” Bailey pointed out with a frown, and Shane smiled at her, “I’ll be here, don’t worry. I gotta do some work in my office, but when I’m done I’ll come skate with you guys. Or maybe I’ll come over to the arcade and play some air hockey with you when we’re done? First go find your teacher so you don’t get in any trouble.” 
The Mighty Loons reluctantly returned to their assigned field trip groups, all except Nadya who stayed stubbornly right at Shane’s side. 
“I’m st-staying with you, C-Coach.” Nadya tucked her hand into his palm and dimpled a smile up at him. “I will help with-with-with your office stuff?” 
“You gotta listen to your teacher.” Shane pressed at her little fingers. “But I’ll be here hanging out.” 
“Are y-you coming over t-tonight?” she frowned. “I w-want you to c-come over tonight. And stay with us. I like when y-you are at home.” 
“We’re hanging out this weekend, remember?” Shane’s heart squeezed at her earnest expression. Fuck, he wanted to be at the East End house, too. He wanted to stay, too. He wanted to be home, too. “Go find your friends and I’ll get my work done so I can come skate with you.” 
Nadya pouted about it for a minute, but from over by the bleachers Mariya cupped her hands to her mouth and shrieked, “Sister! Come on! We’re doing a race!” 
“Go on, baby.” Shane gave her an encouraging push. “Go kick their butts, you know you’re faster than most of the big kids, go on.” 
“Y-yeah I am fas-faster.” Nadya wanted to stay with Coach, but she couldn’t resist the chance to show up the older girls, so she left Shane’s and rushed over to get to her sister. “B-bye to Coach!” 
“Good luck!” he called after her. “You got this!” 
From Jane: Girls just got here with their class. Are you one of the cool parents who are picking the kids up after the field trip and going out for ice cream, or are you lame and making them stay the whole rest of the day at school? 
From Lily: My options are to be cool by giving field trip and sugar fueled goblins ice cream and putting them in sugar coma… or be a responsible lame parent who says children should be in school all day for full benefit of education? 
From Jane: Wow, and people say I’m the boring one? 
“Coach Hollander.” 
An unfamiliar voice called out for him and Shane put his phone away before he saw whatever nonsense Ilya was going to text back, looking up with a readily polite smile. “Yeah, I’m Coach Hollander. What can I do for you?” 
“Coach Keeso.” A man Shane had never met before extended a calloused hand in greeting. “How’r’ya now?” 
“Coach Keeso.” Shane repeated. “Oh, wow.” 
The stories told around town about Coach Keeso bordered on reverential. His work ethic was universally lauded, his generosity of spirit apparently unmatched and his ‘best coach’ status firmly cemented by anyone who had grown up playing the rec leagues on the seasonal outside rinks, validated by those who had survived the highschool division with him hollering drill instructions and running them ragged till they played every bit as good as the fancy private school teams, and forever cheered by all the parents over the years who got to see the bristly, bluntly spoken Coach be gentle and careful and encouraging with the little ones in the U9 division.
For all the lore and legends surrounding the man, Shane had expected Coach Keeso to be physically giant, some imposingly tall flannel and denim clad behemoth with massive hands and a deep booming voice. He’d expected the man who held the Montbonne community record for both most hay bales tossed and most wood chopped to be larger than life, maybe ducking through doorways and having to turn sideways through halls, Shane wouldn’t have been surprised if Coach Keeso resembled the Hulk.
But no. 
“Coach Keeso.” Shane gripped the other Coach’s hand and shook it firmly. “It’s really nice to finally meet you. I’d heard you were back around for the warmer weather, but didn’t know if you’d make it up to the rink before we shut down for the season.”
“Hm.” Coach Keeso wasn’t a hulking behemoth of a man, he looked just like all the other local born, farm raised men wandering around the general store or frequenting Jacob’s Place for a well deserved beer after chores were done. He was broad all over, from his neck and shoulders down to his slightly barreled stomach and legs, a faded flannel stretched at his shoulders, buttoned at his wrists and tucked into his faded but clean jeans. His voice had mellowed with age, his sun strained eyes squinted under a heavy brow, and his hands were thickly calloused, with knuckles scarred from dozens of fights. His jaw seemed perpetually set, even when he braced his arms at the boards and leaned over to relax a little the tension never quite left his frame, and though Shane knew the Coach was struggling with medical issues, the old man had a stubborn sort of aura that felt like maybe he’d laughed right in the Doctor’s face when the recommendation of retirement had come along. 
“Y’know.” A tiny smile tugged at Coach Keeso’s mouth as he watched all the little ones gleefully slipping and sliding and bumping into one another on the ice. “This is about my favorite place in Montbonne. Maybe only nexta the farm.” 
“It’s about my favorite place too.” Shane copied his posture, leaning his forearms atop the boards and waggling his fingers in a wave as one of his Loons skated by and shouted at him. “So. How is–” 
“You’ve been goin’ late for U9 practice.” Keeso cut in flatly. “Regular season is over in March.” 
“Uh. Yeah.” Shane hesitated, then nodded. “But I figured there was no reason for the girls not to keep getting ice time at least until the rink closed for maintenance. Gave us extra time to work on their skills.” 
“City only has the budget to run ice time and keep the facility going for the teams through March.” It wasn’t a question or an accusation. Coach Keeso delivered the information plainly as if it didn’t matter whether Shane answered or not. “Which means you puttin’ the girls up for twice weekly practices is costing someone money. Lights, Zamboni time, heat. It all costs money.” 
Shane stayed quiet, waiting for the grizzled Coach to get to the point. 
Then, “I hear you officially signed on for Coach for next year.” It was a new topic, but not really. Shane had the oddest feeling of being sized up and measured, of being weighed against some internal scale of worthiness that only Coach Keeso knew the standards for.  “So you’re stayin’ in Montbonne.” 
“Yes sir.” Shane answered simply. “I am.” 
“Rumour round Jacob’s is that you’re designing fancy new jerseys.” Not a question. “That sorta thing costs money, too.” 
“Yes sir, it does.” 
“Seems like you’ve got nothin’ better to do with all that career League money than pay for these little ones to skate around?” There, that was a question. Or, at least it sort of sounded like a question. Coach Keeso’s expression didn’t change, he didn’t look away from the kids racing one another between the blue lines, his mellow voice barely changed in pitch. 
“Guess not.” No use over explaining or over justifying when Coach Keeso already knew the answers to the sort of questions he wasn’t really asking. 
“Fair enough.” 
Silence. 
Silence. 
Silence. 
Coach Keeso was silent for so long that Shane started to feel awkward still standing next to him. The conversation was apparently done, the venerated old Coach didn’t seem to have anything else to say, if he’d really been grading Shane, testing Shane against some unspoken pre-determined measure of merit, maybe the silence meant Shane had passed or fuck, maybe he hadn’t passed and the silence was some sort of condemnation…? 
“Y’know, you and that Rozanov fella are gonna have your hands full with those girls.”  Coach Keeso spoke up again and Shane startled out of his mental spiral and back to the moment. “That little Doomsday is a scrapper, but she could rule the world if she put her mind to it. And the shy one? People underestimate her cos she trips up her words a little bit, but that' don't matter. She’s damn smart, Coach. She's got the sorta hockey smarts that wins Cups.” 
“Yeah, the girls are amazing.” Shane looked over to meet Coach Keeso’s gaze, chin up and unflinching. “I’m really proud of them. Me and Ilya are both really proud of them, but I dunno what we’re gonna do when they’re teenagers. Read a bunch of parenting books, I guess.” 
“Better get to it, kids grow up real quick these days.” The Coach went back to watching the ice with a small smile, like Shane’s unflinching honesty about their relationship was the final step in solidifying his opinions. “World moves so fuckin’ fast anymore. People forget the important shit. This right here?” 
He nodded his head towards the kids laughing and spinning around, towards the parents catching up in the bleachers, the community gathered in the sturdy old building to share the chores and responsibilities of taking care of the little ones. “This is the important shit.” 
“Yeah.” Shane agreed quietly. “It really really is.” 
Coach Keeso didn’t stay long. His short conversation with Shane had provided all the information he needed to ensure the big city, big talent, big money once upon a time famous hockey player the Shane Hollander was happy to stay in Montbonne, happy to contribute to the community, Coach Keeso could relax knowing the U9 age division that had been so close to his heart for so long was in good hands. 
He wandered off to talk with some of the folks who hadn’t made it by yet for coffee and conversation and a slice of Magali’s famous apple pie, and Shane went back to watching the girls skate, cheering on his Loons during the spontaneous little races happening all over the rink, smiling through small talk with teachers as they wandered by and checking his phone for messages from Ilya or from his parents about the upcoming birthday weekend. 
“C-Coach.” Nadya came to find him again after a while, stepping carefully from the ice and making her way clumsily towards him. “Hi.” 
“Hey Nadya.” Shane opened one of the nearby folding chairs and set it up for her so she didn’t have to wobble on her skates. “What’s going on?” 
“Can I h-h-have your number?” she wanted to know, and Shane bent down in front of her chair to ask curiously, “My number?” 
“The team gets n-numbers.” she explained. “B-but it’s just for who many of us th-there is. Number ch-change every year. But I w-want yours. I’m the goalie s-so I could k-keep it, right? I c-could keep your number?” 
“Twenty-four?” Shane double checked. “You want to wear twenty-four because it was my number?” 
She nodded solemnly, green eyes pleading, “F-For the new jer-jerseys?” 
“Yeah.” Shane squeezed at her hand. Holy shit. “Yeah sweetheart. You sure can. When I get new the new jerseys for the season, I’ll make sure you’re number twenty-four. My number.” 
“Okay! Sp-spasibo, Coach!” 
Thoroughly pleased with herself for securing Coach’s number– and therefore the best number– for next season, Nadya scampered off to re join her friends and most likely brag to her sister about what she’d done. 
Shane went right to the office and closed the door so he could take a few minutes and deal with much damage the polite little request had done to his heart. 
David’s straightforward reasoning of how coming up to meet Ilya and the girls meant coming up to meet their future grandkids had thrown Shane for a dizzy but thrilled loop. Someday and forever were synonymous in Shane’s head when he thought about Ilya, not yet meant as soon as possible and maybe meant figuring it out together to make it a yes. David tossing out son-in-law and grandkids had been insane only because Shane hadn’t put someday and forever and soon into those exact terms yet. 
Nadya asking to wear his number, the idea of one of his girls, their girls, wearing his number while he coached her from the bench and Ilya watched from the stands was a whole other level of dizzy and insane and thrilling and Shane closed his office door so he could drop into the seat behind his desk and breathe about it for a while. 
Jesus Christ. 
“Shane? You are here?” Ilya had gone to the arcade first to see the twins, but when he hadn’t spied Shane in the crowd of parents and teachers, he went back to the rink to track him down.
“Privet, solynyshko.” he smiled when he found Shane in the office working on the big wall calendar. “I thought you would be next door making children cry with your air hockey skills and need to win everything, even skeeball.” 
“Hey.” Shane’s smile was welcoming but watery, his dark eyes damp. “Uh no, I needed to get some work done in here before they re-do the heating ducts.” 
“Shanychka.” Ilya closed and locked the door, then hurried forward with his hands outstretched when he caught the sheen of tears in Shane’s eyes. “Whoa whoa, what is wrong? 
“Nothing.” Shane tore the perforated May calendar off and put it in the trash alongside the outdated fliers from the bulletin board. “Nothing is wrong.”
“Something is wrong.” Ilya grabbed for his hand, hooking their fingers together. “You are in here alone and sad and throwing your hieroglyphics in the trash—“
“Fuck off.” Shane snorted and Ilya stepped closer, holding his chin and clicking his tongue, “Shanychka, tell me what is going on?"
“Nadya asked to wear my number.” Shane blurted, and Ilya’s mouth closed, his eyebrows raising in understanding. “She uh— she says the other girls get numbers based on how many players are on the team, but since she’s the goalie maybe she could keep my number to wear. And uh— I just—“
“Ah, I see.” Ilya grinned. “You are a very emotional koala bear about it?”
“Ilya, I swear to God—“
“Come here.” Ilya pulled him into a hug, coaxing Shane close and running his hands up and down his back. “Nadyushka asked me this morning if I thought you would say yes. I told her to be brave and ask. I am glad she did.”
“Me too. And of course I said yes. It just.” Shane hid his face in Ilya’s shoulder, muffling the words into his shirt. “I dunno. My dad said something the other day that sorta— whatever. But this seems— it feels like—“
“Everything?” Ilya supplied and Shane exhaled noisily, “Yeah it feels like everything.”
“Scary?” He prodded, but Shane shook his head, “Not scary.” 
“Okay.” Ilya kissed the top of his hair, then his temple. “So long as it is everything good, not everything scary.” 
“No, it’s good.” Shane curled tighter into the hug. “It’s so good.”
“You are here tomorrow morning, yes?” Ilya kept hugging him, his big hands spreading wide over Shane’s shoulders and pressing solid down his back to coast over his butt before moving back to again. “To help with some renovations and maintenance?”
“Just for a few hours.” Shane closed his eyes, angling his nose deeper to the curve of Ilya’s throat to find the faint scent of Ilya’s favorite cologne beneath the sugar sweet aroma left from a morning spent in the bakery. “There’s not much I can do with the technical side of anything, so I’m going to help with cleaning out the locker rooms and moving whatever can be done without machinery, then I’ll be done. At least by lunch, for sure.” 
“Can I have you for a date afterwards?” Ilya wanted to know, and Shane pulled back to look at him curiously, “A date? On a Thursday afternoon?” 
“There is no practice tomorrow.” Ilya reminded him. “So you have time after you are done here?” 
“Well yeah, I have time. But.” Shane squinted a little, trying to read Ilya’s almost suspiciously blase expression. “What’s the plan? Are we getting lunch together?” 
“Is a surprise.” 
“Okay.” Shane tried again. “A surprise at the house? Or are we meeting somewhere?” 
“Maybe I am not saying the word right.” Ilya feigned a frown. “English is hard. Surprise? Sur-preese? Is you how you pronounce it, yes?” 
“Stop.” Shane poked him in the side. “I’m being serious. I don’t mind a surprise, but should I–” 
“No.” 
“You don’t even know what I was going to–” 
“Nyet.” 
“Ilya.” Shane huffed, and Ilya huffed right back at him, “Shane?” 
“I just want to know–” 
“Moy lyubimyy.” Ilya tsked at him. “Do you trust me?” 
“Yeah.” Shane didn’t hesitate. “Of course I do.” 
“Then is a date.” Ilya decided. “Text me tomorrow when you are done here, okay?” 
“Okay.” Shane searched Ilya’s eyes for another moment, then relented with a nod. “Yeah. I’ll text you tomorrow when I’m done.” 
“Can I kiss you good-bye?” It was very cute, downright endearing in fact, how quickly Shane’s whole frame softened, how quickly he smiled every time Ilya asked for a kiss. He’d been adamant that Ilya didn’t have to ask anymore, insistent that the answer was always yes, but Ilya still asked anyway, if only to see Shane’s eyes spark adoring as he answered. 
“Yeah, you fucking better.” That was less of a smitten response and more of a grumbled demand, but it was still a yes, Shane still swayed forward with his lips pursed and long lashes falling shut because he knew without a doubt Ilya would meet him in the middle and keep him from falling. 
Ilya left Shane with a sweet kiss and a whispered I love you, and headed back towards the arcade to collect the twins. He opened his phone, swiped past the recent tabs about subspace and helping a partner find quiet and opened the text chain with Sveta. 
From Ilyushka: What time does your plane land in the morning? 
From Sveta: Seven thirty, I will rent a car and be in Montbonne in plenty of time to pick girls up from school. 
From Ilyushka: Spasibo, Sveta.
From Sveta: Of course, my love. I am so excited to surprise the girls, I think I will pick them up early and take them out to lunch. Your Jane has no idea?  
From Ilyushka: No, he still thinks you are coming in Friday to make the choir recital.
From Sveta: Okay, if he texts me I will be sure not to spoil the surprise. 
From Ilyushka: Wait, do you and my Shane text often?
From Sveta: Not often, but sometimes.
From Ilyushka: What do you talk about?
From Sveta: None of your business, we are allowed to have our secrets.
From Ilyushka: No, I do not think I approve of people who have both seen me naked chatting in secret. What do you talk about? Me? My techniques? Girth?!
From Sveta: GIRTH?! Barf, Ilyushka. Gross. 
From Ilyushka: Tell me.
From Sveta: No. Die mad and insecure about it. 
From Sveta: I will see you in the morning. Hug our girls for me.
From Ilyusha: Ya tebya lyublyu. Travel safe. See you soon. 
*****
Thursday 
From Jane: Done at the rink, but I have to run to the post office then grab a few things from the store. Do you want me to come over to East End after?
From Lily: Text me when you are done in town and heading to cabin.
From Jane: What’s the plan for today? For our date?
From Lily: Curiosity killed the cat, moy kotyonok. 
From Jane: Fine.
From Jane: Love you.
From Lily: You have my whole heart, Shanychka.
From Jane: Fuck. Yeah, you have mine too. 
*****
Ilya was already at the cabin when Shane made it out of town and down the bumpy road, and Shane called, “I didn’t expect you here, what are you doing here?” as he got out of the car and grabbed the few bags from the store. “How long have you been here?” 
“Not long.” Ilya stood up from the porch chairs and kissed him. “Is there anything else in the car?” 
“No, just this.” Shane eyed the duffle bag and small ice chest at Ilya’s feet curiously. “What’s going on?” Then he shook his head and tugged Ilya back into a kiss, “I mean hi. I’m glad you’re here. Really glad. But I was gonna put all this away and shower and clean up before texting you I was ready for our date so… I need a few minutes?” 
“I will put these away.” Ilya put his bag over his shoulder, picked up the ice chest and took the groceries out of Shane’s hands. “You go take a shower. No rush.”
“Well, do you want to take a shower with me?” Shane unlocked the door and let Ilya into the cabin first. “I can clean up real quick and you can join me?” 
“Shanychka.” Ilya set the ice chest and groceries in the kitchen. “Go shower. Do not worry about sharing it with me. Take your time.” 
“Okay, but.” Shane checked the time on his phone anxiously. “The girls are outta school in a couple hours and we have to leave earlier to get them since the cabin is so far from town. I don’t want to waste time on a super long shower if– 
“I asked Sveta to come to Montbonne early.” Ilya said then, and Shane’s jaw dropped open, “What?” 
“Sveta is here.” he held up his phone, the screen lit up on the most recent texts as Svetlana had arrived in Montbonne with her rental car. “She was going to fly in tomorrow to be here for the choir concert and all weekend, but I asked her to fly in this morning instead. She is already at the house, will pick the girls up from school and is staying at home with the girls tonight.” 
“Tonight.” Shane echoed. “All night?” 
“Is usually how it works, yes.” Ilya put his phone back down and folded his arms, leaning back against the counter. “So we do not have to worry about picking anyone up today. Like I said. We have time.” 
“So you can stay the night with me?” An excited smile crept across Shane’s face. “You’ll stay all night and Svetlana can take the girls to school in the morning too, so you don’t have to get up early and rush out? Oh holy shit, you already took tomorrow off from the bakery too, you told me you took the whole day off so we could have lunch with Svetlana when she came in and then go to the school choir concert together.” 
“You wanted time, dorogoy.” Ilya reminded him, and Shane swallowed hard, his eyes widening at the emphasis in Ilya’s deep voice. “Today and tonight we have time, yes?” 
“Yeah.” Shane whispered. “Yes. Fuck yes. Ilya–” 
“Go take a shower.” Ilya didn’t move from the counter, kept his tone steady and his arms folded over his chest, fighting the urge to run over and kiss the awestruck smile right off Shane’s lips so he could be specific and firm and– and set the tone for the night. That’s what most of the articles he’d read about helping his partner find quiet had said. He had to set the tone for the evening right away so everything else he wanted to try would work the best way for Shane. 
“Take your time.” he instructed, and Shane nodded nodded nodded, his hands flexing open and closed at his side in anticipation. “Be slow. And thorough, yes? So you are comfortable all night long for me.” 
“For you?” Ilya hadn’t said with me, he’d said for me and the unexpected swap of words landed curious and buzzy in Shane’s ear. “Yeah. Okay. I’ll go shower and uh– be comfortable all night. For you.” 
“Good job.” Ilya’s heart rate picked up when Shane’s pink lips parted over the quietly delivered praise. “Go on.” 
As soon as Shane was down the hall and in the shower, the bedroom door closed and the cabin pipes groaning as the hot water heater kicked on, Ilya opened his phone to the notes app where he’d copy/pasted specific selections out of all the different articles and put together a step by step to-do list for their night. 
First, groceries. Ilya unpacked the bags Shane had bought in town and put everything away in the cupboards, the fridge and laundry room. Then, he stacked the mail and packages from the post office out of the way on a side table in the living room. Shane always kept the cabin clean, but Ilya did a quick tidy through the living room that included lowering blinds and messing with the lights until he knew which lamps to leave on and which ones needed unplugged and relocated to light up a different area, then opened the ice chest he’d brought from the East End house and started stacking an assortment of tightly covered dishes on the kitchen counter.
Ilya had gotten up early to prep food for their night together, and he set the fully cooked, foil wrapped meat in Shane’s crockpot, turning the heat to low and adding in an additional bit of sauce so it wouldn’t dry out as it re-heated. The vegetables and potatoes were already sliced and portioned, ready to be baked and seasoned as a side. The salad needed assembled but could wait until right before they were ready to eat and he put it in the fridge alongside the bakery box holding their dessert. 
All his notes said to keep food easy, plenty of protein, small bites, complementary flavors but not bland, interesting without being too shocking to overwhelmed, floaty senses. Minimal dishes and quick clean up to avoid unnecessary time spent dealing with or even thinking about the mess. Something that could be easily reheated in case the planned dinner time didn’t work or if the coming up part of the whole thing needed to involve extra food, if being spacey left Shane lightheaded in a non-fun way. 
Ilya checked, double checked and triple checked his notes for the hundredth time since that morning as he lay everything out and got the oven turned to preheating. 
Back to the living room, and Ilya rummaged through the blanket chest to find the ones he knew Shane would like best, the ones with dark colors to blend into the strategic shadows the rearranged lamps cast around the room, and enough texture for Shane to fidget with, not so much to make him itch. 
Down the hall to the bedroom, and Ilya flipped light switches as he went, closing curtains and blinds and shutting the door to the second bedroom before ducking into Shane’s bedroom and doing the same thing– shutting the curtains, adjusting the lights, casting shadows in the corners but illuminating the floor right in front of and halfway through the open bathroom door. 
“Ilya. Hey.” Shane was just barely out of the shower, a towel around his waist but his hair still dripping wet and the air still steamy when Ilya knocked on the door frame, then peeked his head around to check on him. “I just finished up.” 
“Good.” Ilya stepped right into his space and smiled at him, fingers sweeping gently at Shane’s freshly shaven chin, then tracking down the side of his neck to dip into the water collected at the hollow of his throat. “Can I kiss you?” 
“Fuck yeah.” Shane started forward eagerly, but stopped when Ilya moved just out of reach. “What are you–” 
Ilya touched him again, from the water clinging to his collarbone up the length of his neck, along his jaw and to his chin and tilted is face up with a single finger, holding Shane’s gaze for a long moment before finally finally closing the distance to kiss him, molding their lips together in a firm press and keeping their only point of contact his knuckle under Shane’s chin to hold him exactly where he wanted. 
“Whoa.” Shane shivered as they parted. “That was–” 
Ilya waited. Shane ran his tongue over his bottom lip and nodded. “I liked that.” 
“Okay.” Ilya’s notes talked about purposeful physical contact, about the emphasis on consistent intimacy rather than anything overtly sexual, so he ignored the wanting clench in his stomach when Shane licked his lips again like he was savoring Ilya on his mouth and stated, “Now we will take a shower together.” 
“But I just got out.” Shane glanced down at his body, gestured around to the still foggy bathroom. “I just got done.” 
“Yes.” Ilya nodded. “I know.” 
“Then why–” 
“Listen.” Ilya tapped at his necklace once, twice, and Shane’s eyebrows lifted but his eyes zeroed in on the golden chain like they always did and Ilya had to work to ignore another jolt through his center when Shane so easily obeyed.
“Good job.” Simple orders, constant praise. Most of the behaviors listed in the articles had already been familiar, things he already did with Shane. Holding eye contact. Being bossy with specific phrases. Certain hand movements or body language that wordlessly invited obedience and trust. It had been a relief to realize he didn’t have to lean a whole new subset of behavior just to give Shane the quiet he requested, and it had lit up something possessive and protective and a little bit wild in the back of Ilya’s brain to read through so many scenarios and suggestions and realize how much of it already looked and sounded like them. 
There were all sorts of words and descriptions and official terms for what he read about, but Ilya didn’t care about that sort of thing. Shane wanted to be quiet, Ilya was going to be bossy enough to let that happen, that was all there was to it.
So, “Here.” he held out his hand, palm up and fingers curled waiting. Shane looked down at Ilya’s hand, up into Ilya’s eyes, then slowly gave him his hand to hold. 
“Good.” Ilya kissed his knuckles, turned Shane’s hand over and kissed the center of his palm. “We will have a safe word, yes? I will check in with you all the time, but we will have a safe word. Kale.” 
“Kale.” Shane knew what a safe word was, he figured everyone knew what a safe word was, but never once had Ilya used that phrase or brought it up when they were together, and he hesitated over it. Not because he didn’t trust Ilya, but because he couldn’t imagine any scenario when his trust in Ilya would be shaken or forsaken and he’d need to safeword out of whatever they were doing. “Why… kale?” 
“Because is terrible and tastes disgusting and is easy to say fast.” Ilya explained calmly. “It is not anything we would say to be sexy. No good words sound like kale. If you say it, it will be loud and noticeable and I will stop right away.” 
“Because you think kale’s gross.” Shane supplied with an amused twitch of his lips, and Ilya chuckled, “Da, Shanychka. Because kale is so gross, it will stop any moment right away.” 
“Will I need a safeword tonight?” Shane ventured and Ilya held his hand tighter, “I do not know. I hope not. But is better to have one anyway, yes? In case you get… lost.” 
“Lost.” Shane’s eyes lifted from the clasp of their hands, to the gold of Ilya’s necklace, to the blue of his beautiful eyes. “You mean like. If I get quiet too fast and freak out.” 
“Yes.” 
“Oh.” Shane’s eyes dropped back to their linked hands, lingered at the cross on Ilya’s necklace, shifted up to find Ilya still watching him, waiting for him, holding his hand and holding his attention because Shane had asked for quiet and Ilya was determined to give it to him. 
“Okay.” Inhale. Shane breathed in until his chest hurt expanding. Exhale. He let it all out, his shoulders dropping and weight settling firmer into his feet, grounding him against the bathroom floor. He felt Ilya’s grip tighten a notch, clocked Ilya shifting forward half an inch to counter the change in his posture and difference in how he held himself, and Shane smiled just a bit. “Okay. Kale it is.” 
“If you lose your words.” Ilya had to work to keep his voice steady when Shane’s verbal and subtle physical acceptance and agreement rang loud in his ears. He was doing something right, he was doing it right. 
“If you lose your words.” he tried again, turning Shane’s hand over and setting his fingers directly in the center of his palm. “Tap like this. Two taps means yes.” he tapped his fingers twice, sharp and specific. “One two means yes. Yes please, yes more, yes good. Anything else is no.” 
Ilya paused a beat, then very deliberately tapped once. “One tap is no. Is stop. Three taps is no, a hundred taps is no, a million taps is no. Do you understand? Two taps is yes. Anything else is no.” 
“Two taps.” Shane set his other hand at Ilya’s arm and tip tapped once, twice. “Two taps for two kisses. Means yes.” 
“Two taps for two kisses, always.” The articles had talked over and over about the importance of differentiating between sexual touches and guiding intimate touches, but fuck Ilya had to kiss Shane for that, had to swoop in and crush their mouths together for a long minute because Shane had put that together by himself. 
Ilya had chosen two taps because one tap could be an accident, a twitch, might be Shane starting to tap out his little patterns or starting to say I love you, but was more likely to be all Shane could manage if his head was floaty and his body too heavy and that meant Ilya needed to stop and make sure.
One tap needed a check in. Three and four taps and any number higher would feel like panicking. But two taps were enough to be purposeful. Two taps for yes good, for yes please, for yes more… two taps for two kisses always, and Ilya kissed Shane for putting together in such a specifically sweet way. 
“Tell me.” Ilya kept his voice soft. “If you lose your words. How will you tell me what you need so I can take care of it?” 
“Two taps for two kisses.” Once, twice, yes, more. “One or three or any other number for no. Kale if I have my words and want to gross you out.” 
“Brat.” Ilya laughed very quietly at him. “Da, good job. Now we are going to shower together, okay?” 
“Yeah, okay.” Shane stayed right where he was while Ilya turned on the lights above the vanity, then turned the big overhead light off so the bathroom fell into shades of gold and gray, obscuring the corners of the room and softening the harsh edges, the light filtering hazy through the steam clinging at the tiles. The light from the bedroom barely reached their feet, a step into the shower would put them almost entirely into the shadows, leave them right on the edge of bathing in the dark and Ilya gold necklace shimmered distractingly bright in the shifted light, so Shane stayed looking there, focused there, and murmured, “Yes.” when Ilya grasped both his forearms and guided him a few steps backwards to sit on the lid of the toilet and wait. 
Ilya undressed right there in the bathroom, starting with his socks and moving to his pants, stretching his arms up above his head to pull his shirt off last. Shane’s eyes sparked interested watching the show, but he didn’t move from the toilet seat, only stayed obediently sitting with his hands on his knees and a half wondering tilt to his head as Ilya gathered up all his clothes and walked entirely naked to the bedroom to put them in the laundry, disappearing out of sight for a few seconds before reappearing to cross in front of Shane and turn the shower back on. 
“Ilya.” Shane reached out to touch him as he passed, fingertips grazing Ilya’s bare hip and Ilya smiled down at him, but kept setting everything up, stacking fresh towels close to the shower and making sure all the soaps and shampoos were within reaching distance with the labels turned to the light so he didn’t get anything mixed up, checking the water temperature and ripping the tag off a brand new loofah before hanging it over the shower handle. 
“Here.” Ilya held out his hand and Shane took it immediately, standing up from the toilet as Ilya pulled him to his feet and lifting his chin expectantly. Ilya gave him a tiny kiss as thank you, then ran his fingers down Shane’s back to his hip and watched Shane’s eyes dilate in the low light, felt him straighten up and shiver and heard his breath catch in anticipation.
He was so fucking responsive it nearly made Ilya’s knees weak, and the thought of Shane even further down, imagining Shane heavy lidded and melting soft the longer Ilya kept it quiet was enough to make him tremble. 
“Fuck, Hollander.” he rasped with a longing brush at Shane’s bottom lip. “I can kiss you?” 
“Yes.” Shane answered out loud. He wondered for a blink, a breath, a too quick beat of his heart if Ilya had wanted him to tip tap yes instead, but the thought dissipated beneath a low groan when Ilya bent in cover him in a slow, searching kiss, flicking his tongue past Shane’s lips and licking through his mouth, but not touching him other than the narrow pressure of his fingers tracking up and down Shane’s spine. Shane tried to lean in and deepen it, tried to step forward and prolong it, but Ilya settled his other hand at Shane’s hip and held him still, controlling the kiss with just his mouth until Shane was gasping against his lips. 
“W-Whoa.” Shane swayed dazed on his feet when Ilya let him go, and Ilya hooked his arm around his waist to hold him steady. “Holy fuck. Baby–” 
“Trust me.” Ilya murmured, and Shane nodded, “Always.” 
“Time to shower.” 
Shane had already taken his time cleaning up and getting ready, so the soap and shampoo and conditioner were only a formality, nothing more than an excuse for Ilya to get his hands on every inch of Shane’s body and slip slick across his flawless skin. 
He rewashed Shane’s hair first, standing directly beneath the water so Shane was immersed  in the billowing steam and heat but not pelted by the spray, tucked with his back to Ilya’s chest and Ilya’s hands buried in his hair, combing through the silky strands and scratching at his scalp with his big arms braced on either side of Shane’s head so Shane could close his eyes and be surrounded. 
“Here. Careful.” Ilya slid his hand under Shane’s arm and around to his chest, up to his chest to span under his throat and guide Shane’s head back against his shoulder so the water would rinse the suds out of his hair. Ilya used his other hand to keep the soap from Shane’s eyes, taking the chance to look his fill staring and admiring the play of light over Shane’s features, the shadows and steam shifting over his body. 
The conditioner needed to sit a while, so Ilya coaxed Shane out of the water a few steps and soaped up the loofah, sudsing netted material up overflowing then stepping close again to scrub it over Shane’s body. The brand new loofah was still slightly scratchy, lightly exfoliating over Shane’s soap slick skin, rasping at his thighs and sensitive under his arms until Shane prickled with sensation from his feet clear up to behind his ears where Ilya’s blunt nails had massaged the shampoo and conditioner to the ends of his hair.
Ilya ditched the loofah to gather soap between his fingers and checked in, “Still okay?” with his hands hovering just above Shane’s cock and balls, and Shane sighed, “Yes.” then followed it up with a quick tip tap at Ilya’s arm.
"Good boy." Ilya kissed him in thanks, in approval, then slicked his hand down Shane’s cock and lifted it out of the way to work the soap into the thatch of curls at the base. Shane hardened in his grasp with only a few strokes, his stomach caving in a little as he sucked in a harsh breath and tried to lift into Ilya’s hand. “B-Baby–?" 
“Not yet, sweetheart.” Ilya slid his fingers along the cleft of Shane’s ass to rub over his hole and then down to his perineum but didn’t linger, returning to Shane’s cock and the soap sodden hair between his thighs. “Not yet.” 
“Ilya.” Shane wanted to protest and demand and maybe be a little bit bratty about having so much attention paid to his body, but not the right attention paid to his body, but it was hard to complain when Ilya stayed fit close to him, notched in as tight as he could be with the line of his cock burning hot at Shane’s back and the water pouring over them, the noise of it rushing in Shane’s ear and blending with the low baritone of Ilya’s voice calmly and patiently telling him what he was going to do next, that the conditioner was ready to wash out so they were going to move again so he could rinse it away, here here Shanychkya, right here, good job. 
Shane’s cock twitched flexing with every breath and Ilya murmured that Shane was beautiful and so sweet for him and Shane wanted to take Ilya’s hands out of his hair and drag them back down to stroke him again, but Ilya’s fingers were strong and felt so good massaging his scalp, the smell of the conditioner and body wash perfumed up heady in the small space and Shane breathed breathed breathed and thought maybe it wasn’t very urgent, maybe Ilya didn’t need to stop kneading at the tight muscle in his neck and shoulders to get him off, maybe it was okay to stand there with his entire body weight shifted heavy against Ilya’s frame and know Ilya had him, he got him, it was fine. 
“Good boy.” Ilya whispered it barely audible above the shower noise as he rinsed Shane’s hair over and over then cupped his hands at Shane’s chest to catch the water and smooth it down his body sluicing the bubbles away. He dug his fingers into Shane’s pecs, prodding and manipulating the bulky muscle and moved down his abdomen with lighter but still purposeful touches, sucking a kiss to the soft spot behind Shane’s ear and hooking his fingers into the jut of Shane’s hip bone to hold him still when Shane shivered and tried to buck up against him. 
It wasn’t about sex or getting off, not right then and maybe not at all, or at least not until after they were done with the quiet part of the night, so Ilya kept touching him, kept kissing him, kept lavishing praise with his mouth and tongue but didn’t escalate or chase or acknowledge Shane's arousal or his own cock shoving hard against Shane’s lower back. Not yet, not yet, not yet. 
“Mmmmbaby…” Shane wasn’t sure when he stopped caring about where Ilya’s hands were on his body and was content to just have Ilya’s hands on his body. The sear of arousal banked to a smolder in his core, layered syrupy into his veins and sluggish into his movements until he was warm all over, his head fuzzing out at the edges but his feet firmly stuck, his legs heavy, breathing slow. Ilya was still talking to him, words running together with the hush of the water, his broad chest rising and falling at Shane’s back and palm pressing at his side, at his stomach, down at his thigh, giving Shane a rhythm to hold on to and follow as he breathed, breathed, breathed. 
“Here.” All too soon– or maybe after way too long? It was hard to tell time when the newly upgraded hot water heater could run for ages and the lights were low, the shadows clinging, the bathroom cut off from the cabin by a cloud of fog and the cabin cut off from the rest of the world. 
But eventually, “Here.” Ilya turned off the water and helped Shane out of the shower. 
And, “Here.” he picked up Shane’s hand and kissed his palm, then set it at his waist so Shane could hold onto something solid, and, “Here, moy milyy.” picked up Shane’s other hand and kissed his fingertips before closing them around the cross on his necklace. “Stay.” 
Ilya snagged a towel from the neatly folded pile he’d set up before their shower and wrapped it around Shane’s hips, soothing Shane’s little gasp as the fabric brushed over the tip of his cock. He put a towel around his own hips, then picked up a second one and reminded Shane to, “Stay.” and got to work drying Shane off, toweling at his hair so it wasn’t dripping wet, then taking his time patting Shane dry over his shoulders and down his chest, around his back and under his arms. 
“Better?” he checked in and Shane blinked, blinked, then nodded, “Yeah baby. It’s– I feel great.” 
“Good job. Thank you.” Ilya clasped Shane’s hand between both his own and led him out into the bedroom and the clothes he’d laid out on the bed, pajama pants and a t-shirt for him, only boxer briefs and an oversized, ultra soft tagless black t shirt for Shane.
It was warm outside the bathroom, warmer than Shane usually kept it in the cabin and through the haze of full body relaxation and still simmering arousal, Shane thought oh, he realized Ilya must have turned up the heat to make sure he stayed comfortable despite not wearing very many clothes. The thought was fleeting, but the burble of affection and appreciation for the man he loved– the man who made it seem effortless to love him– had Shane stepping forward to kiss Ilya, holding his face between both hands and breathing a silent, “Thank you.” against his lips. 
“Anything.” Ilya kissed him back, promising, “Everything.” and asking, “I can have this?” as he tugged at Shane’s towel. 
“...yes.” Shane almost didn’t get the word out. Almost forgot to make his brain tell his mouth to do the thing. His fingers twitched instinctive ready to answer, but he croaked out, “Yes.” and then wondered why the hell he’d needed to talk at all when Ilya smiled so pleased about the barely audible answer but the obvious tip tap yes good Shane did at his arm. 
“Spasibo, moya lyubov’.” The towel came off and Ilya followed it down, dropping to his knees on the bedroom floor. Shane cursed entranced at the sight of Ilya kneeling, and Ilya smiled up at him before running his hand from the back of Shane’s thigh down to his foot and cautioning, “Steady.” as he cradled Shane’s foot to slide the boxer briefs over one and then the other. 
Ilya stood up as he pulled the briefs up Shane’s legs, pausing to work them stretching over Shane’s thick thighs and secure them snug over his ass. He checked in, “Yes?” and reached down the front to adjust Shane’s cock in the snug material and needed a moment to bury his face in Shane’s shoulder and groan out wanting when his fingers slicked through precome and Shane’s  hips stuttered forward needy. 
“Arms–” Ilya counted to ten in his head, English and Russian and the French numbers he’d picked up from listening to clients and customers and team parents over the years. He counted to ten and dug deep for patience and kissed the curve of Shane’s throat, the hinge of his jaw, his ear and his cheek and the faint freckles dusted near corner of his eye, and tried again. 
“Arms up, Shanychka. Here, right here with me.” The shirt was new, ordered from a highly reviewed company that catered to people with debilitating sensitivities. It was tagless and soft, seamless but sturdy, structured enough to not cling and stick and bunch, but not so structured as to feel constricting around the neckline or sleeves. Ilya had brought the black one to the cabin, but he’d ordered a half dozen other colors and stashed them in his bedroom dresser. If Shane liked it, then there were more for him to have whenever he wanted. If Shane hated it, well the girls could add the new pieces to their giant dress up trunk. 
Ilya slipped the silky soft shirt over Shane’s shoulders and smoothed it down his stomach and hoped–
Yes, good. Yes, more. Yes, please. Shane’s eyes were open and he smiled quiet and sweet at Ilya as he clenched his fist into the generously sized shirt hem, and tip tapped out yes yes yes on Ilya’s arm with his fingers. 
He liked it, the shirt was good, Ilya was doing things right. 
“Okay.” Ilya got dressed as quickly as he could, only letting moving his arm from Shane’s hand when he had to put his own shirt on. “We will go eat, yes?” 
It was still early afternoon, but Ilya had done such a good job of closing blinds and curtains and moving lamps to create specific light patterns, that the cabin felt dark. Not dark heavy and oppressive, but dark like night fall, like twilight, like the whole world was already sleeping and it was only them walking hand in hand down the hallway to the kitchen with Ilya a half a step ahead leading and Shane a half a step behind content to follow. 
It was very much freeing to be led through his own cabin, through his own space. Shane had walked every step of the cabin at least a thousand times, paced hundreds of miles up and down the hallway and around the living room on sleepless nights and well into miserable lonely days. It wasn’t a particularly large cabin by any definition and between repairing, repainting and redecorating the place, Shane was fairly confident he knew every single inch of it. 
But. Ilya had adjusted the lights and angled the lamps and closed the curtains so the cabin was dark. The shadows gathered some places but not others. The kitchen light was brightly beckoning them forward and Shane was swimming in the ultra soft shirt, overly aware of the scruff of his bare feet on the cabin floor, tethered to Ilya’s hand and watching the light play off the blond in Ilya’s curls and the cabin felt… different. Bigger and smaller all at the same time. Familiar so he wasn’t uncomfortable, brand new so he trusted Ilya to lead him through it. How the hell the play of light and shadows and that very specific rumble of Ilya’s voice alternating between telling him what to do and praising him for doing it could heighten everything intense and alter the shape and timeframe of his day and the cabin was a whole fucking mystery and Shane thought–
–he sort of thought maybe-
--he um--
–whatever. It was whatever, but not in the aching, empty hopeless way so many things had been whatever back when Shane had first come to Montbonne. 
Just whatever because Ilya had him, they had each other and it was fine. It was hazy and grounded and whatever, it was so so good, it was absolutely fine. 
“Here is food.” 
Food. Not lunch, not dinner, there was no time limit or time standard, it didn’t matter if there was daylight outside the drawn curtains, Shane didn’t know how long they’d been in the shower, it was fine. 
“Here. Taste.” The protein was lamb shoulder, purchased from the Montbonne butcher shop and sourced from one of the huge sheep farms spread out across the province. Ilya had slow roasted it for hours at the East End house, and the meat was falling off the bone when he set it on a carving board, easily shredded with a fork and ready to be dipped in any of the three sauces Ilya had prepared and poured into small bowls. 
“Is mint.” Ilya didn’t feed Shane. It felt weird, even after reading so many articles that suggested someone too far spacey might enjoy being fed, that surrendering control of even their basic needs for food and drink might be blissfully intense. Ilya had decided no cos he’d feel stupid trying to do it and no cos he thought Shane would blink out of being quiet with his nose wrinkled and lip curling because it was fucking weird to be hand fed his entire meal. 
Maybe dessert, though. Maybe. The bite sized dark chocolate pieces might be fun to press to Shane’s lips and melt onto his tongue, but not the main course and not the sides. 
“Mint Chimichurri.” Ilya supplied as he held up his own fork and dipped it into the vibrant green sauce. Shane eyed the nearly neon color skeptically, but dipped a bite of his lamb into the sauce and took a small bite. 
“Yes?” Ilya prompted, but Shane’s lip curled and he shook his head, “It’s um. Bright.” 
“Yes, can be intense.” He cracked the cap on a bottle of water and passed it over, then held up another bite and dipped it in the second sauce. “Yogurt sauce. Like tzatziki sauce.” 
Ilya wasn’t going to feed Shane, but he waited for Shane to dip a bite in the creamy yogurt sauce, waited for Shane to meet his eyes, then nodded and motioned for Shane to try it. 
And, “Yes?” he wanted to know and Shane hummed in reply, carving off another bite from his plate and dipping it in the white sauce as well. “Good, Shanychka?” 
Shane nodded, “Yes.” and kept eating. 
“Okay.” Ilya ate his lamb with the red wine sauce. Shane didn’t ask to try it and Ilya didn’t push him. The vegetables and sweet potatoes came from the oven crispy and flavorful and when Ilya put a portion on Shane’s plate alongside a simple salad, Shane stopped eating long enough to kiss him, licking a dot of red wine sauce off Ilya’s lips and pushing it onto the kiss, squeezing at Ilya’s fingers for a long minute before sitting back and getting back to his food. 
“Is good?” Ilya checked in once he had his own plate full, and Shane nodded yes, kept eating. 
“I will sit here by you.” Ilya budged his chair right up against Shane’s chair at the small dining room table and pushed their knees together, lined their feet up on the floor and braced his shoulders so they were touching at as many spots as possible. He was wedged into Shane’s space almost intrusive, their arms and elbows knocking as they tried to eat and Ilya almost reconsidered, almost pulled back and gave Shane some space because it seemed promptly annoying to feel every single eating motion. 
But.
“Fuck.” Shane’s fork clattered to his plate when he abruptly stopped eating, and Ilya shook his head apologizing, “Sorry, is too much? I am too close. I was thinking like movie night when you said–” 
“No.” Shane muttered, then, “I mean yes. Fuck. I mean. More.” He set his hand on Ilya’s leg, rubbing small circles with the heel of his hand then stretching his fingers out to find the seam running along the inside of Ilya’s pajama pants. He traced the stitching up and down, up and down, further up the inside of Ilya’s thigh then back down to his knee, and shifted sideways in his chair so he was wedged even tighter against Ilya, his shoulder almost in Ilya’s chest, his fingers pinching tiny wrinkles in the soft pants. “I mean more.” 
“Yes?” Ilya checked, and Shane nodded, tapped once twice yes good at the inside of his thigh. 
Eating was difficult sitting so close together. Shane picked up his fork with his other hand and ate like that, slower and a little clumsier but at least he didn’t have to move his hand from tucked warm between Ilya’s legs. He didn’t have to stop tracing the seam up the inside of Ilya’s thigh or pinching tugging pulling at the comfortable material. He jostled a little every time Ilya picked up his fork or took a drink, he could feel Ilya breathe against him, his broad chest rising and falling with each inhale and exhale and Shane matched it unconsciously, in and out and take a bite, brush up and down the well stitched seam and take a bite. Take a drink and breathe. Take a bite and breathe. Ilya asked him something, but Shane’s mouth was full and his body heavy, hunger sated and he was warm in the kitchen pressed up against Ilya’s side, he was warm despite only wearing the simple black tee and his own boxer briefs, he was warm. 
“Shanychka.” Ilya warned Shane twice that he was going to stand up and put their plates away, but Shane’s mouth was full, his fingers sweeping hypnotic on the inside of Ilya’s leg and he didn’t listen either time.
“Moy koala.” Ilya couldn’t help a smile when Shane’s grip tightened on his leg with the sweet nickname. “You are holding me very tight and I like it very much, but I am going to clean up now, yes? You will stay here.” 
Shane swallowed. Blinked. Didn’t answer. 
“Here, my Shane.” Ilya instructed a hint louder, and Shane finally turned his way reluctantly, his dark eyes darting all over Ilya’s face before landing at his mouth and holding. 
“Listen.” Ilya said slowly, firmly and Shane was listening. He was listening. He heard the rasp of fabric against the chairs as Ilya started to move. Heard the scrrrrush of chair legs on the dining room floor, the clink of silverware gathered onto their mostly finished plates and the swish squash of Ilya’s socks as he walked. Water turned on, drip drop then rush and dishes clattered landing in the basin. Shane was listening. 
“Listen.” Ilya said again, and Shane’s full mouth turned down into such a petulant frown that Ilya laughed about it, quiet and a little bit smitten as he crouched in front of Shane and set his hands on his knees. “You did not hear anything I said, did you?” 
He brushed Shane’s hair out of his eyes, tucking a long piece behind his ear and pinching Shane’s ear lobe lightly between his fingers. “You are almost there, hm? Almost all the way quiet. I think maybe you are bobbing here like on the top” he raised and lowered his hand a few times in the air. “Almost all the way quiet and under, but not yet. I will get you all the way there, da? Trust me?” 
“Y-yeah.” Shane did feel like he was bobbing along the top of… something. Coherence. Awareness. Something. He’d dipped under in the shower, lost in the liminal space of steam and soap and shadows, but eating had brought him back to the surface. Being squished so tight he could hardly move and timing his motions, his breathing, his bites to ensure they stayed touching made it better again. Made it quiet again. 
Ilya had told him to listen and the noise had all rushed in and first Shane heard all of it, but then it blended into background, into fuzz, into radio static and the way Ilya had looked at him, how Ilya had smiled like he approved of Shane drifting off, and it was... nice.
Fuck, was nice a big enough word for how good it felt to be seen and spoiled like this?
“I trust you.” Shane promised. Thought he promised. Was fairly certain he said it out loud but he might have just nodded and tip tapped yes and he had that same briefly fleeting, half formed mental question wondering why he even made the effort to talk when Ilya kissed the tips of his fingers and praised him, “Good job, thank you.” then kissed his lips and promised, “You are being so good, so sweet when you are this quiet.” like maybe he loved when Shane didn’t talk and only tip tapped instead. 
Huh. 
“Bathroom.” Ilya said next, and he wasn’t sure if Shane registered the suggestion and instruction or if Shane was just willing to go wherever Ilya took his hand and led him, but either way it was fine. 
They went back down the shadowy hallway hand in hand, Ilya a half step ahead leading and Shane a half step behind following. The lights were still mostly switched off, the corners of the bedroom obscured and the sharp corners in the bathroom blunted, the air still smelling like soap and shampoo and Shane smiled at the cozy familiarity before untangling his fingers from Ilya’s grasp and going to use the bathroom first. 
“Okay. Okay okay good.” Ilya pulled out his phone for the first time since before the shower, and blinked at the time a little bit stunned because it had already been hours, they had been at the cabin for hours.
He’d purposefully ignored any references to time so Shane could drift unlimited within everything Ilya had worked so hard to structure, but Ilya hadn’t realized the time had escaped him, too. They had lingered in the shower for ages, been lazy about getting dressed and warming up the food, and he knew eating pressed so close against Shane had meant smaller bites and taking longer to finish but fuck, Ilya had spent hours lost in the delicate, gorgeous responsibility of giving Shane the chance to be quiet unlimited, and it felt incredible.
“Hm.” Ilya rolled his shoulders and sighed. Shook his arms out and flexed his fingers and rocked up onto the balls of his feet to shake the stillness from his body, then inhaled deep and closed his eyes for a blissful, peaceful few moments while Shane washed up. 
Most of the articles he’d read about subspace and quiet and getting his partner floaty had been focused on the person doing the floating. Only a few had mentioned how it might affect the other person, the one setting everything up and doing all the check ins. Ilya had only skimmed those articles because he figured he’d be entirely willingly focused on Shane, he figured he wouldn’t be affected by it all because he was so busy working to keep Shane comfortable. 
But as Ilya took another deep breath and felt the calm of it all wind warm into his chest, he smiled and thought oh, this could be something for him too. Shane and him and them settling in quiet together. 
“Done.” Shane came right to him from the bathroom and Ilya kissed his forehead, kissed the tip of his nose, then backed Shane up the few steps to the bed and coaxed him to sit, instructing, “Stay and wait for me.” 
Shane stayed and waited until Ilya was finished, took Ilya’s hand when it was offered, and let himself be led back down the hall and into the living room to the couch in front of the TV. 
“I picked out movies for us, okay?” Ilya went to the kitchen for water, turning off the lights as he left so the shadows filled in from the corners and the room disappeared around them. The TV was the only source of light in the entire front of the cabin, illuminating Shane’s face and halo-ing around the stack of blankets and pillows so they had a place to hold one another while everything else faded away. 
“How are you, dorogoy?” Ilya opened the water bottle and pressed it into Shane’s hand. “Still okay?” 
“So good.” Shane took a long drink, throat moving with each swallow and droplets clinging to the corner of his mouth, dripping down his chin. “Yeah. Really good.” 
“Good.” Ilya rubbed at his knee gently. “Can I kiss you?” 
“Yes.” 
Ilya brushed the back of his knuckles at Shane’s cheek and pulled him into a slow, thorough kiss, drawing it out lingering and ordering Shane to, “Open here, Shanychka.” before deepening it with leisurely licks and steady forward pressure until Shane broke moaning and clutched at his shoulders, his face, fumbled petting down his chest to hold at his necklace and shudder, “Ilya.” 
“Bozhe, kakoy zhe ty krasivyy, you are so  beautiful.” Ilya whispered. “Taste so sweet,” he pushed his thumb to the corner of Shane’s lips and crooned, “Da, lyuobov, anything for you.” when Shane turned trying to pull it into his mouth. “Come here and lay with me a while, okay? Right here with me.” 
The movie started already several scenes in so the disconcerting volume changes that always accompanied the logos and trademarked imagery for all the different production companies didn’t shatter their quiet little bubble. It was a familiar movie, one Shane had watched a thousand different times and Ilya skipped the beginning, let it play from almost twenty minutes in so they could join the in progress story rather than have to focus enough to get into the story and remember the characters and anticipate the adrenaline charged scenes of the iconic opening sequences. 
Ilya had pre-emptively fast forwarded twenty minutes through another movie with a similar plot, similar characters, with a similar time period so when the first movie was nearly over, he could seamlessly switch it to the next without any interruption for end credits or a recalibration and reset into a new storyline. It was all about keeping things unlimited for Shane, nothing with strict time references or boundaries, the movies were going to play without Shane noticing when they began or ended, the noise would be constant but low, the light consistent but easy to ignore, easy to rest in. 
He stretched out on the couch and helped Shane lay down in front of him, spooned up tight to Shane’s back and hooked his top leg over both of Shane’s so Shane was half pinned under his weight. Ilya threaded his arm under the throw pillow beneath their hands and wrapped it over Shane’s chest, locking him in tight with his hand spread wide and pressing heavy over Shane’s heart, then sank his other hand into Shane’s hair, tugging and pulling at the silky strands in a soothing rhythm. 
“Fffffuck.” Shane started to sigh, let it bottom out into a groan that vibrated out of his chest and tapered off into a whole body satisfied hum. “Baby…” 
He slipped his hand under the throw pillow to find Ilya’s other arm so he could rest his fingers at the pulse point in Ilya’s wrist, then sweep along the corded muscle of Ilya’s forearm before clasping his hand over it and squeezing gently. “S’good. You’re so heavy. K-keep me here, stay heavy on me.” 
“I am here.” Ilya snugged him in even tighter, shifting his weight on the couch so he was laying as much as he could on Shane without having to turn away from the TV and the white noise the familiar droning storyline gave them. “I will stay.” 
Ilya stayed, and Shane stayed quiet. The movie played in the background and Shane watched it without really watching it in between slow blinks and shallow breaths. Ilya kept playing with his hair, scratching at his scalp and massaging down his neck, brushing his fingertips and then his lips across Shane’s ear lobe, at the sensitive spot along his hairline, at the thin skin at his temple. 
Shane stayed quiet and Ilya stayed weighing him down, grounding Shane with the heat of his body lined up at Shane’s back and down to his feet, the movement of his abdomen with every measured breath, the reflexive press of his fingers prodding at the meat of his chest and rubbing his thumb in tiny circles in time to the beat of Shane’s heart. 
One. 
A tap at his arm made Ilya pause, and he stilled his fingers in Shane’s hair, hesitated mid leaning down to kiss Shane’s cheek. “Shanychkya? Is okay?” 
One. 
“Malysh.” Ilya didn’t move away, didn’t stop being heavy at Shane’s back, but he loosened his hold over Shane’s chest and quit combing through his hair. “You are saying no?” 
One two three. That was no. Shane tapped one two three four five six seven, then arched up as best he could into Ilya’s hand at his heart and pushed back tighter against Ilya’s solid frame and tapped again. 
One two. A beat where Ilya frowned trying to understand, trying to figure out where to start when Shane had tapped one no but then more and more no’s after Ilya checked in. Then yes and–
One. 
One two three four. 
One two three. 
“Oh.” Ilya kissed him, his cheek, his temple, the top of his head. “Yes, I see. I hear you. Okay. Don’t stop, is okay. Don’t stop.” 
One. 
One two three four. 
One two three.
I love you, I love you, I love you. 
“I love you too.” Ilya answered almost inaudible, his lips moving against Shane’s ear. “Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu.” 
I love you, I love you, I love you. 
The first movie started to wind down, so Ilya switched to the next one then bent over to see Shane’s eyes closed and touched his cheek lightly, asking in a whisper, “Shanychka, ty v poryadke, everything is okay? You are okay?” 
Shane opened his eyes, lashes fluttering dazedly, and Ilya turned him on the couch to see him better, propping up on his elbow a few inches so he was still covering Shane but not squishing him. “You are very floaty.” he said softly. “Here but not here, hm? How do you feel, do you have your words?” 
Shane slow blinked up at him a few times and Ilya breathed an awestruck curse and leaned down to kiss him, molding his lips to Shane’s lax mouth trying to coax a response from him. “Here, Shane. Come here to me.” 
Shane kissed him back slowly, eyelids heavy and breathing slow and Ilya kissed him again, “There you are, you are okay?” 
Shane swallowed and opened his mouth like he might try to verbally answer, but he wet his lips and leaned up looking for a kiss instead, dark eyes zeroing in on the gold of Ilya’s necklace gleaming in the TV light, a brilliant bright spot in the otherwise edgeless, shadowy room. 
Ilya nodded, hooked Shane’s fingers at the cross and asked, “Are you very far away right now? Do you want me to bring you back?” 
Shane shook his head no. Tapped once at the necklace, no.
“No, you are here? Or no you do not want to come back yet?” Ilya kissed his cheek, his temple, but Shane tapped again one time no and Ilya pulled back to check in, “What is it, what else do you need? Tell me, you can have anything.” 
Shane tried to sit up and Ilya back to make room, untangling their legs and scooting down the couch, rearranging their limbs and supporting Shane until he made it upright. “Like this? Better?” 
Shane tapped twice yes, then plucked at Ilya’s Ilya’s sleeve a few times and Ilya nodded, guessing, “Okay. Yes, I’m here, come here.” and lifted his arm up to make room for Shane to cuddle into his side.
Except Shane didn’t cuddle in. Instead he dropped his hand to tug at Ilya’s pajama pants, pinching the material at Ilya’s thigh, then moving to tug at his lap, finger tips brushing across the soft bump of his cock.
“Fuck.” Ilya whispered helplessly, eyes wide and core already tightening hopeful after so many hours of waiting. But he still, “Shane, we do not have to– you wanted quiet even with out sex, and I promised–” 
One two, yes. One two, more. Shane kept plucking at Ilya’s pants, then met Ilya’s gaze with his eyes sharply hungry before he lapped his tongue over his bottom lip and came close to cuddle in, to fold forward, to lean down and nuzzle his face right into Ilya’s lap with a quiet, needy sigh.
“Shane.” Ilya froze, hands a few inches above Shane’s back and head, not daring to touch until he was sure. “Moy milyy, are you sure?” 
Shane nuzzled into him again, nosing at his pants and open mouth breathing over his cock, then tapping yes more, yes please, yes good at his thigh. 
“Okay okay yes.” Ilya groaned out in relief, pushing his pants down his hips to lift his cock out. “Answer for you is always yes, anything you want.” 
Shane wanted him. Wanted Ilya. He wanted his mouth full so he could turn his brain all the way off, all the way empty. He wanted Ilya’s hand in his hair and down the back of the silky soft shirt rubbing and pressing and holding him down, holding him steady. Shane pushed his face into the curls at the base of Ilya’s cock and inhaled noisily, then dragged his tongue up the thick length and moaned when it twitched against his face. Ilya hardened further with every slow, strained breath, hissing out from behind clenched teeth as Shane licked and mouthed his way to the blunt head and sealed his lips over the slit. 
“Shanychka.” Ilya buried both hands in Shane’s hair, then switched to shove one under Shane’s shirt, down the line of his back trying to hold him and pet him and hug him all at the same time. “My Shane, moya lyubov’, please.”  
One two, tip tap, yes yes yes. Shane sank down over Ilya’s cock swallowing him in, lips tight and tongue soft and mouth warm and wet taking him half hard almost the back of his throat and then settling lower into Ilya’s lap, stretching out on the couch and slipping one hand under Ilya’s thigh and curling the other at Ilya’s bare hip, scratching lightly obsessively at the jut of Ilya’s hip bone and the scatter of moles low at his stomach as he breathed and breathed and held him. 
Quiet. The TV played, the movie droned on, time passed unnoticed as Shane closed his eyes gratified and Ilya kept his eyes open so he could watch Shane’s gorgeous features relax and smooth out blissful the longer they sat together. He was close enough to count the fan of Shane’s lashes, to find every one of the freckles dotted like stars along Shane’s face and he set his fingertips reverently to the ones closest to the corner of Shane’s eyes, wondering how many more would bloom in the summer sun and aching deep in his chest already mourning the sunshine he’d miss sharing with Shane when he was gone in Russia for so long. 
He traced the whorl of Shane’s ear and the curve of his brow, along his cheekbone and the line of his jaw. He put the pad of his thumb at Shane’s mouth, cursed softly at the sight of Shane’s lips stretched around him and went back to Shane’s cheek to find the bump of himself in Shane’s mouth, the push of his cock at Shane’s tongue. 
“Sorry, sorry sweetheart.” Ilya whispered an honest apology when he hardened too thick at the back of Shane’s throat and Shane’s brow furrowed, his nose wrinkling as he scooched back a little trying to breathe. “Sorry. Here, come here. Sit up and–” 
Tap. No. 
Then tap tap yes and Shane pulled off a little onto the sink back down further, lips tightening around him and tongue moving purposefully, twisting and licking at Ilya’s cock and throat constricting with each coaxing swallow as he tried to take Ilya deeper. 
“Sweetheart, please.” Ilya’s hips twitched up and Shane moaned vibrating around him. “Dorogoy, sit up here so I don’t choke you. Here, please, I am close, come here.” 
Tap. No. 
And tap tap, yes more. 
“Fuck, Shane—!” Ilya curled forward  over Shane’s body when he came, crunching forward with a broken sob and trying not to hold Shane’s head down, trying to rub his back, stroke his face and down the side of his neck instead so he didn’t push and thrust and bruise Shane’s throat when Shane was still floaty and soft and giving so much. 
“Mmmm…” Shane’s throat worked as he swallowed, a stuttered sigh escaping as cum and saliva overflowed his mouth and spilt from the side of his lips. He burrowed in chasing it, licking trying to clean Ilya up, softening his jaw and suckling slower, lighter, gentler when Ilya started to hiss from the overstimulation. 
“Come here, right here. Please please please.” Ilya cupped Shane’s jaw and lifted him off and then up, covering him in kisses as he helped him sit up on the couch and massaging at his jaw, at his stretched cheeks, pressing at his lips and kissing Shane around his fingers, “With me, stay here with me.” 
He eased Shane back onto the other arm of the couch, scooping Shane’s legs up over his lap and following him over for another dozen kisses, working his hand between Shane’s knee and running it down the inside of Shane’s thigh to reach the hem of his boxer briefs. 
“Ilya.” Shane spoke for the first time in hours, was present enough to be verbal for the first time in hours and he dragged in a rattly breath and jerked his hips up begging, “Please.” 
“Yes?” Ilya gripped the inside of his thigh again, stretching his fingers to reach the hard swell of Shane’s cock beneath the briefs. “This is for me, all for me?” 
“All f-for you, all y-yours–” A tremor wracked through Shane’s body and he grabbed for Ilya’s forearms, for the bulk of his bicep, dragged him in and grabbed for Ilya’s hair, knotting his fingers into the mussed curls and breathing, “Please.” into a kiss, mumbling, “Yes.” as Ilya worked his underwear down and lifted his cock free, and begging, “Talk to me, tell me good things– tell me everything, tell me—” 
Ilya told him everything, pushing Shane’s shirt out of the way and smearing pre-come up and down Shane’s length to stroke him, bending far over his body and working on arm under Shane’s neck to hug him in so he could set his lips at Shane’s ear and whisper everything, the words tumbling out in rough Russian as Shane whined and panted and held him in desperately tight. 
“I am here, my love, my Shane.” Ilya told him. “You have me, I am yours. You are so beautiful like this, thank you for trusting me, for loving me, I want to take care of you always. Forever. You are my forever, my everything, I love you so much…” 
“Fuck.” Shane cried when he finished, his head falling back and tears falling from his eyes, clinging to his lashes and dripping down his face. Ilya kissed them all away, stroked Shane through to spilling into his hand, down his knuckles and all over his stomach and crushed their mouths together, nodding into Shane’s sobbed promises to love him, love him, love him. 
“I love you, yes. Here, come here.” Ilya wiped his hand on his shirt and clumsily stripped it off so he could use it to wipe Shane’s stomach, too. He was careful rearranging Shane’s legs to stretch, careful nudging Shane’s knees apart to make room, careful settling between Shane’s legs to lay over him and Shane made another one of those desperate noises, relieved and grateful but needy as he opened his arms and made room for Ilya to get closer, tried to hug him closer with leaden limbs and sluggish reflexes, licking at his dry lips and nodding into tiny kisses as Ilya lay heavier against him.
“You’re—“ Shane’s hands landed at Ilya’s biceps again, fingers counting out a clumsy, scattered song of blissfully unconscious patterns. “You’re so fucking beautiful. That was amazing, you-- this is--- fuck."
“Shanychka.” Ilya sighed into a slow kiss. “There you are. Welcome back. That was so far, you were very gone, is okay now? You are back with me?”
“Dunno know if I’m all the way back.” Shane’s smile tilted loopy, sleepy and sated and thrilled. “But m’so good, so good baby. I’m still fucking… fucking spacey, but so good.” 
“Okay, okay.” Ilya sharpened the next kiss, dragging his teeth at Shane’s bottom lip until a spark of awareness flared in Shane’s eyes. “Come back to me a little more, a little bit more now, okay?”
“M’Here. But will you." Shane breathed in slow, closed his eyes and smiled wider as he let it out. “Will you lay on me more? M’real floaty, so can you keep me— keep me like—don’t let me." He waved his hand off somewhere towards the shadows. “Um— will you—"
“I will keep you.” Ilya promised and later Ilya might tease Shane how the content little noise that was almost a purr, but for right then he just murmured, "Moy prekrasnyy kotyonok, you are mine.”
“Yeah, I’m yours." Shane’s head fell back onto the arm of the couch and Ilya scooched down to lay on his chest, laying a kiss over his heart before lowering himself heavy and solid against Shane, tangling their feet and slipping his hands under Shane’s back to hold him in a full body hug. “I’m yours, I’m yours, oh fuck that’s good, that’s good….”
Shane wrapped his arms around Ilya’s broad shoulders and groaned in soul deep satisfaction, stretching his toes and arching his back just to make sure he was pinned, trapped, secure.
“This is perfect.” He craned his neck as far as he could to kiss Ilya’s hair, his forehead. “You are perfect. Thank you.”
“My Shane, my forever.” Ilya kissed over his heart again. “Ya tebya lyublyu.” 
“Ya t-teb—" Shane huffed a quiet, sated laugh and gave up trying to practice Russian when his head was floating and his heart was full too full and he had all the time he wanted with the love of his life.
“I love you too.” 
 *****
Chapter Notes:
This chapter was TOUGH to write. Not because I didn’t know how it was going to go, I’ve had the 'quiet' convo/ scene planned out for AGES. But I planned it while the boys were deep in Ch 11-12 angst, and since those vibes are no longer valid, alot of the dynamic/emotional notes didn't make sense/felt redundant and after several re writes, I eventually scrapped the old stuff completely and rewrote a completely new scene to reflect where the boys are now. Literally exhausting. 
Then my foolish self assumed I could fit these ultra intense scenes in alongside a birthday party, Hollanov Grandparents, and a handful of fun family domestic scenes… Nope. That was girl bossing too close to the sun, so I cut some scenes, added another chapter to the outline, shortened some other scenes and motherfucker this chapter STILL broke 25k. The verbosity is apparently chronic. 
Also, personal (sorry), but I ended up seeing several comments on threads and/or tiktok about how the fic is too long/boring/is pointless after Ch14 because they're together and there's no more plot, and I have to admit, this is the first chapter I really worried about that. Especially because I had to rewrite it so many times, I came very close to deleting everything except the first scene at the rink and the Coach Keeso/Nadya convo because I got all in my head ie: if it's this difficult to write, it's probably cos it doesn't really belong in the story. I guess it could have been a bonus chapter, or mostly off screen scene, but it felt so fucking emotionally SIGNIFICANT for them and I've been looking forward to writing it but... anyway. I just hope it was worth reading. 
Moving on to lighter topics and my favorite parts of this chapter: 
Mandatory that the boys skate together after Vegas!Ilya admits he couldn't ever be on the ice without being sad/missing Shane. Balance testing blowjobs are just a perk. 
Girl Dad Shane getting huffy and puffy about the spelling bee. Love that journey for him. From generational hockey talent to the scourge of the Montbonne School District Parent/Teacher Association. 
Poor Ilya, our earnest little Minute Man. He can't help that he goes from 0-1000 every time Shane Hollander so much as glances in his direction. Good thing he's always up for round #2! 
Love Ilya consistently adjusting the 'quiet' conversation to keep Shane comfortable and talking-- the pillow fight for fun, choosing to stay laying under Shane so Shane was both held secure but also felt in control the entire time, the constant validation of Shane's feelings and the reminder that whenever Ilya says 'boring' he means the most beautiful perfect thing he'd ever imagined in his entire life and will want until the day he dies. This convo was rewritten so many times to get it just right, but even with all the rewriting it's still so gratifying to write Hollanov having serious conversations without anyone running away or shutting down or getting scared. 
Love the phone call with Yuna and David. Shane not bothering to celebrate his birthday because he never had enough friends to want celebrate with and maybe sort of because he didn't think his life was worth celebrating, another year wasn't worth acknowledging? Ow pain. Not this year though, this year he is so happy to mark the occassion with his family. 
Yuna getting too emotional and just handing the phone over is so funny, David being as patiently understanding as ever and then very casually dropping the thing about how they're coming up to meet their future son in law and future grandkids... boy howdy. Obviously Shane had to go pick up his girls for a fun few hours and obviously he had to kiss the hell outta his man for that too. 
Coach Keesooooooo! Love a good cameo and love him basically sizing Shane up by stating facts and clocking Shane's reaction to it. Also the comment about the girls "you and Rozanov will have your hands full" that is acknowledgment and approval of their relationship, and a reminder of the actual important things in life as they watch the little kids laughing and all the parents and community gathered to support them. 
And of course Nadya, turning Shane into an over emotional koala bear by asking to wear his number. He's totally normal about it and so am I, it's fine. 
I have a whole Hollanov D/s dynamic chapter coming up for the Deja Vuniverse BTS Fic, so stay tuned for all the deep dive, unnecessary details, and extended scene info in that. 
For now, I'll just say I hope the 'quiet' scene was super immersive and the emotional weight of it landed as hard as I intended, b ecause I worked really hard on all the details to keep Shane floating feeling limitless in the light and entirely sheltered from the rest of the world, and to keep Ilya half floating fully stunned by how beautiful Shane's submission is (even if they don't really call it that). 
Coming Up: It's REALLY the chapter with Shane's birthday and the Grandparents Hollander arriving in Montbonne. 
Thanks for reading! 






      

  












      Chapter 27: Birthday (little bitty dreams)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warnings:

Needy Smooshy Boys Being Needy and Smooshy.

Super Soft (10-ply, bud) Coming Out Scene.

Grandparents Hollander and Big Family Feels

More Serious Content Warning:  the smallest of TW for a quick mention of a very dark day during the hardest days of Shane's injury recovery.








  Montbonne Elementary School 
“Hi, Coach Hollander.” The secretary at the front desk smiled at Shane when he checked in as a Visitor to the elementary school office. “Here for the concert?” 
“Yeah, most of the girls on the team are in the choir, so I thought I’d come support them.” Shane printed his name, arrival time and reason for being at the school on the sign in sheet. “It’s in the multipurpose room, right?” 
“We moved it to the gym, actually.” She took the clipboard back and handed him a name tag. “Easier to sit the kiddos on the bleachers and fill in the floor with chairs for parents and family.” 
“Got it.” Shane filled out the name tag and dutifully applied the bright yellow sticker to his shirt, then picked up the gift bag he’d brought along and turned to leave. “Thank you.” 
“No problem, Coach. Have a nice day.” 
Shane only made it a few yards down the hall before, “Oh hi Coach!” and he paused to wave at one of the Mighty Loons moms putting the final touches on a bulletin boar.
“Coach Hollander.” The P.E. teacher crossed the hall to give him a handshake and pat on the back. “How’r’ya now?” 
“Hi Coach!” a fifth grade boy came out of the bathroom and fell into step next to Shane. “Are you here to see the concert?” 
“Hey… Ryan.” It took Shane a minute to place the kid, but it was Lacey’s older brother, the one who’d brought a Shane Hollander #24 poster for him to sign at the Christmas party. “Yeah, I thought I’d come and see the girls do their performance. Are you in the choir too?” 
“No, but I’m in the band!” Ryan told him excitedly. “I play the trumpet! Look for me!” 
“Sure will, bud.” Shane patted his shoulder briefly. “Good luck up there.” 
“Thanks, Coach!” 
The gym was clear on the other side of Montbonne Elementary, and Shane had to pause, wave, smile and occasionally make small talk with eight other people before he finally reached the double doors and could hopefully, theoretically, disappear into the crowd of parents and grandparents milling around trying to find seats for the performance. 
From Jane: Are you here yet?
From Lily: Not yet. Stopping to get flowers for Nadyushka, but Sveta is already there saving seats.
“Okay.” Shane adjusted the tissue paper on the gift bag to make sure it covered the stuffie he’d picked out for Nadya, then lifted his chin and braced himself for the incoming onslaught of chit chat. “Here we go.” 
The gym was packed, the bleachers on the side wall pulled out so students and teachers could sit in class groups and watch their friends perform, rows of chairs set up on either side of a makeshift aisle for the families who’d been roped into gifted a two hour experience courtesy of the Montbonne Elementary School Musical Appreciation Program. 
Shane wasn’t super looking forward to a few hours of random kids stumbling through screechy band numbers and slightly off tune musical arrangements, but nine out of the thirteen Loons were in the choir and deserved to be cheered on, and most importantly, Nadya had a solo with the second grade performance and another solo at the very end, so the show and unavoidable small talk with the other parents was definitely worth sitting through.
“Oh! Hi to Coach!” Mariya spotted him from her seat a few rows up into the bleachers, and stood up to wave at him, swinging her entire arm around to catch his attention. “Hi Coach!” 
“Hey Mayday.” Shane waved back at her, and Mariya danced a few steps in excitement, nudging some of her friends and announcing, “That’s my Coach!” 
“He’s my Coach, too!” Bekah jumped to her feet and waved at Shane. “Hi Coach!” 
“Coach!” Not to be left out, Nychele cupped her hands at her mouth and hollered at him too. “Hi hi hi!” 
“Hey, Loons.” Shane detoured over to the bleachers, smiling apologetically at the teacher as he reached for the girls hands. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb the class.” 
“It’s fine, Coach.” She waved him off kindly. “Girls, finish saying hi to Coach then sit back down, please. We all know the rules for assembly, let’s follow them.” 
“Coach, I want to sit with you and Mama.” Mariya clung to Shane’s hand and tugged him in to whisper, “Let me come sit with you. It will be so fun.” 
“Probably better if you do what your teacher says.” He decided. “But I’ll see you after?” 
“Boring.” Mariya dropped back to her seat with a little huff. “But okay. After.” 
“See you soon.” Shane climbed down the bleachers to get back to the parent and family area of the gym, scanning the rows of chairs for Svetlana while scooting and dodging around clumps of people chatting in the aisle ways, trying to be quick shaking hands and doing his absolute best to avoid or at least minimize any small talk to a only a few sentences. 
“Well well Coach Hollander, aren’t you the belle of the ball around here?” Svetlana flagged him down from a row about midway to the stage. “Can’t even walk in the room without causing a ruckus? Kids hollering at you, parents stopping you for small talk. What’s it like to be popular?” 
“A fucking nightmare, actually.” Shane set the gift bag down on a seat with a long suffering sigh. “I'd rather be invisible."
“Oh, you poor rich and famous thing, I feel so bad for you.” Svetlana stood up and pulled him into a tight hug for a few seconds. “Other than the mortifying ordeal of being popular, how are you?"
“Really really good.” Small talk and crowds and the unasked for popularity aside, Shane was doing really fucking great, actually. He was still maybe a little bit drifty dreamy dazed from the intensity of the night before, definitely still a little bit shaky through his core and scratchy up his throat after Ilyahad started the morning by pinning him to the bed and working him up screaming hoarse for almost too long before finally relenting and letting him finish...
Yeah. "Yeah. I uh–” He scratched at his chin , then at the corner of his mouth trying to temper a too wide smile. “I’m great.” 
“I can tell.” Svetlana tapped her long nails lightly at his cheek. “You are smiling very dumb right now. You should probably cut that out before people start asking questions you can’t answer at a children’s musical performance.” 
“Right. Shit. I mean, shoot. I'll cut it out." Shane had to cover his mouth with his hand when goofy smile broke through anyway. “But hey. Thank you, by the way.” 
“For what?” Svetlana sat back down and crossed her legs, tapping his shin with the pointy toe of her expensive shoe until he sat too. “For taking an extra day off work and coming to Montebonne early to spend as much time with my babies as I can for Mother’s Day weekend?" 
“Yes.” Shane nodded. “Yeah. Exactly that. For coming over a whole day earlier than planned to spend extra time with the girls. Thank you for that, specifically.”  
“Mother’s Day is for mamas, Coach.” she picked a piece of fuzz off his shoulder and flicked it away absentmindedly. “For me and my girls. Trust me when I say, if I could get rid of my ex-husband and his annoyingly nice boyfriend for a whole week for Mother’s Day? I absolutely would.” 
“Trust me when I say, any time you want to get rid of your ex-husband so I can be annoyingly nice to him for a whole week?” Shane raised his eyebrows meaningfully. “I am happy to accommodate.” 
“The way you said accommodate is gross, please spare me any further details.” Svetlana's green eyes sparked in amusement. “But I’ll keep that in mind for any future plans.” 
“You two look like trouble.” Ilya arrived just as the big double doors were closing so the program could start, looking sharply handsome in a crisp button up with his hair slicked back, a small bouquet of flowers tucked under his arm as he made his way through the narrow rows to get to them. "Like you are scheming things together.” 
“Ilyushka, how dare you.” Svetlana turned her cheek for a hello kiss, her hand at his arm as he scooted past. “I’ve never schemed a day in my life.” 
“Liar.” Ilya tweaked one of her curls affectionately and took the middle seat between the two of them, turning to Shane and lowering his voice very very soft, "Coach Hollander. Privet, solnyshko.” 
“Mr. Rozanov.” Shane returned very very soft. “I’m glad to see you.” 
“Yes. Same.” Ilya studied Shane’s face, the gleam in his dark eyes and the pink tinting behind his freckles, the creases at his cheek as he smiled wider and wider the longer Ilya stared at him, the faint mark above his shirt collar where Ilya had dug his teeth in biting as Shane had come apart screaming beneath him. “It has been too long, I think.” 
“Too long?” Shane slid his foot over, lining the sides of their shoes up. “It’s been like four and a half hours.” 
“Da, ya znayu.” Ilya tapped their toes together. “I know. Is still too long.” 
“Baby.” Shane almost reached over to hold Ilya's hand or knee or something, but then the huge overhead lights started clicking off and the principal stepped onto the low stage to welcome everyone to the program, so later.
Later, Shane would tell Ilya later how the few hours between saying goodbye that morning and seeing each other for the concert felt too long for him too.
It didn’t seem possible to miss Ilya when they'd spent the better part of twenty-four hours wrapped around one another, but he had. And didn’t make sense for Shane to miss Ilya more between their regularly scheduled days, dates, and dinners together than he ever did back when their meet ups were spontaneous and short lived, but he did. Some days he missed Ilya the very second he walked out of East End, sometimes the melancholy of an impending goodbye hit Shane before a date was even over and that was crazy, right? Codependent, maybe? 
Shane didn’t know. But more and more since Vegas he’d been thinking that moving in would probably fix it, and more and more since Vegas he thought maybe Ilya was thinking the same thing so…
Later. That was a conversation for later. After the school year ended and after Russia. Waiting until life settled into the normal autumn, school year, hockey practice predictability was a good time to make big decisions and changes, much better than right as spring fever was winding the kids up hyped and the weeks apart in Russia loomed anxious over them.
From Lily: You have to stop.
Too distracted thinking through potential conversations about future stuff, Shane hadn’t realized he was rubbing his pinky at Ilya’s leg. The chairs were crowded together, their legs wedged up against each other without even trying, and Ilya had his hands clasped in his lap but Shane’s hand was resting on his leg, his pinky stretched just far enough to brush Ilya’s knee. The gym was completely dark except for the stage where the kindergartners and first graders were singing, and Shane didn't think anyone could see them just barely touching so...
From Jane: Stop what? Touching your leg with my pinky?  
From Lily: Yes.
Ilya shifted in his seat for about the hundredth time in the last ten minutes, rubbing his hand on his leg trying to ease the prickly buzz of goosebumps up and down his arms and the sped up racing of his heart. He was still buzzing after the night with Shane, lightheaded and feeling like he might break into a smile or— or maybe a fucking song like a too happy cartoon character. It was already taking most of his self control to sit next to Shane with their legs budged together and shoulders knocking because it was too much physical contact and not enough  physical contact all at the same time, but Shane kept touching him and Ilya was slowly but surely losing his goddamn mind.
It was the smallest dream, maybe. Just a teeny tiny thing to want his best friend and his Shane sitting together as family at a school function but it was real, Ilya had it, and it was damn near too good to be true. Too much, too much, too much, Ilya was overly aware of every breath Shane took, the rustle of cloth every time they moved on the creaky chairs, the heat of Shane’s arm burning into his side and the featherlight pressure of his pinky finger sweeping at his knee. 
The smallest thing, but after a night spent quiet and a morning spent reveling in the freedom to be loud, a pinky at his knee was just about too much for his severely taxed self control, and Ilya fussed flustered via text: 
From Lily: We are in public and you are twitter-pating me.
From Jane: That’s not a word. 
From Lily: Yes it is. 
From Jane: Fine. Why are you twitterpated?
From Lily: Because we are here as a whole family. I am still thinking about yesterday and this morning and you being quiet. Is too much and now your pinky is doing evil things to my knee.
From Jane: Jfc. You’re such a horn dog. What are you, fourteen? It’s my pinky on your knee. Dial it back. 
From Lily: Ah yes, you're right, I should be very embarrassed to get butterflies when the love of my life touches me. 
From Jane: … … … 
From Jane: Okay, well you can’t say things like that when I can’t kiss you. 
From Lily:  Is only fair. If you are going to molest my leg, I will say things to make you frustrated with the unavailability of kisses. 
From Jane: MOLEST YOUR LEG?!
From Lily: I said what I said. 
Shane rolled his eyes and put his phone away, and Ilya did the same, jamming it back in his pocket with a pointedly huffy shove. He sat back in the chair with his arms folded and focused straight ahead as the second and third graders filed onto the stage for their performance, steadfastly ignoring the heat and weight of Shane at his side.
...it took all of ninety seconds for Ilya to unfold his arms and lay his hand out, palm up on his leg.
Shane smiled the tiniest bit and unfolded his arms to lay his hand out too, crooking their pinkies together and squeezingly lightly and they both relaxed, inhaling exhaling in sync once they were touching again.
From Sveta: Tone it down there, victorian maidens. Holding pinkies might be too horny for this particular venue. 
From Ilyushka: Leave us alone, Sveta. 
From Ilyushka’s Jane: Yeah, leave us alone, Sveta. 
When Nadya stepped out of the group of second graders to sing her solo, Svetlana leaned forward in her seat, her hands clasped under her chin and eyes wide listening. Ilya rubbed at her back gently, a broadly proud smile on his face as Nadya stammered nervous through only a few syllables at the beginning before she caught the rhythm, breathed through her stage fright and tightened her grip on the microphone to sing her little heart out.
The whole audience clapped in polite appreciation of her clear notes and high pitched melody, but Shane put two fingers in his mouth and whistled for her while Ilya whooped cheering as loud as he could and Svetlana jumped to her feet with her hands above her head waving so Nadya could find her in the crowd. Nadya hurried back to join the rest of the choir, but she tapped her fingers twice over her mouth blowing them all two kisses, and from the bleachers, Mariya bellowed, "That's my sister!" until her teacher firmly hushed her.
“She did so good!” Svetlana enthused and Ilya nodded, “Yes, she is the best. So much better than the other singers.” while Shane decided, “Maybe we can get her in singing lessons, huh? Something more focused that just school choir? She’s got the talent.” 
United in their unwavering belief that Nadya was in fact the best soloist and singer ever, Svetlana zoned out of most of the rest of the performance by checking emails on her phone, while Ilya sat content to hold pinkies with Shane and smile as Shane cheered and clapped extra loud for the rest of his Loons up on stage. 
The final song was a joint performance led by the choir and accompanied by the band, and the audience got their feet for a standing ovation, both proudly supportive of the kids on stage and also admittedly relieved for the show to be over. 
The principal took the stage again for a few dismissal instructions, and Ilya went to sign both twins out at the office, while Svetlana and Shane made their way to the hall by the side door gym exit and waited for Nadya to come out. 
“Nadyushka, my angel.” Svetlana hugged her first, swooping in to gather Nadya in tight and covering her in a flurry of kisses, switching to Russian to exclaim, “You did so good! You are like a little songbird and you are better than everyone else, you are the best singer in the school and I can say that because I’m your Mama.” 
Nadya was quiet, overwhelmed with the attention as all the nerves and stage fright and anxiety of the performance wiped away in a wash of relief. She curled into Svetlana’s arms for a long hug, but peeked out to shyly smile in Shane’s direction, and he smiled right back at her.
“Hey sweetie.” Shane crouched down and opened his arms, and after a minute of indecision, Nadya peeled away from Sveta and came to hug him too. “You did really good and I’m super proud of you. Might have to give you a new nickname after this. Call you Tweety Bird.” 
“T-Tweety Bird.” Nadya giggled very quietly into the hug. “N-no Coach. That’s dumb.” 
“Sister!” Ilya and Mariya came round the corner hand in hand, and Mariya yanked away from her Daddy to race right for her twin and strangle Nadya into a hug. “Good job! Good job! You sounded like a loon on a lake!” 
“R-really?” Nadya’s eyes lit up and Mariya crowed, “Yes yes yes! It was so good!” 
“Loon on a lake is not the compliment Masha thinks it is.” Ilya complained quietly to Shane. “Nadyushka sounded much better than demon duck-wolves.” 
“Demon duck wolves?” Shane elbowed him. “Should we talk to someone about your deep seated fear of loons?” 
“Stop. No bullying in school.” Ilya elbowed him back. “You are coming for after concert ice cream?” 
“Nah, I gotta go.” Shane pulled out his phone to check the time. “I’m meeting the team to fact check and information cram before the tournament tonight.” 
“You are so busy.” Petulant. Ilya could have only sounded brattier if he’d stuck his bottom lip out and crossed his arms. “When will I see you?” 
“We just spent the last twenty four hours practically glued to each other.” Shane’s stomach swooped pleased over Ilya’s neediness, the reminder that Ilya was just as affected and maybe more affected by their limited time and the impending but still too far away discussions about moving in, moving on, moving forward together. “You’ve seen me plenty lately.” 
“And now I am spoiled by it.” Ilya pointed out peevishly. “So I want more. When will I see you?” 
“You’ll have to wait until tomorrow.” Shane aimed for nonchalant as if he hadn’t been spiraling over missing Ilya after four hours apart a little while earlier. “Can you survive that long?” 
“No.” Ilya gave Shane a thumbs down in direct disapproval of his question. “But fine. Have fun at trivia review. You will text me? And maybe come by the house between review and tournament?” 
“Tell me again which one of us is the clingy koala bear?” Shane wanted to know. “Because the way you’re acting–” 
“Um, Nadya?” the same little boy Chris who'd bullied Nadya for her stutter and been punched twice for it at the beginning of the school year, and who had more recently been eliminated from the spelling bee and declared a loser by Mariya, came over to their group holding a single daisy. He was blushing, the tips of his ears bright red and voice wavering nervously as he held the flower out and said, “I got this for you. Um. Good– good job singing.” 
Mariya gasped loudly offended that he would dare come over and talk to them, Sveta snatched Mariya into her side to avoid any punching incidents, and Ilya and Shane waited with curious expressions to see what Nadya would do when the bane of her second grade existence offered her a daisy shaped peace offering. 
Nadya took the daisy and gave it a sniff, then smiled at Chris and without breaking eye contact, shoved the entire flower head into her mouth and savagely ripped it right off the stem, staring at him balefully as she shredded the delicate petals between her teeth. 
“Nadya!!” Mariya threw her head back cackling with laughter, and Svetlana was only slightly more tactful, digging in her purse to hide a laugh and shaking out a kleenex for Nadya to spit the flower into as she chuckled, “That’s my girl.” 
“She gets that from you.” Ilya informed Svetlana, then turned to Shane to repeat, “Nadya gets that from Sveta. The man eating, soul shriveling thing.” 
“Yeah, I believe it.” Shane swapped Nadya’s crumpled tissue for the gift bag he’d brought her, and dropped a quick kiss on her head. “I gotta go, but I’m super proud of you, okay?” 
“Sp-Spasibo, Coach.”
“Bye kiddo.” Shane had a quick kiss for Mariya’s forehead and a hug for Sveta, then slipped his hand into Ilya’s for a brief second. “Bye. I’ll text you.” 
“Bye, Shanychka.” Ilya watched him go, rubbing at his chest where his heart panged already missing him, how the fuck was it possible to miss Shane so much lately when they’d had so much time together, he needed to do something about that soon. 
“D-Daddy.” Nadya tugged at his hand. “I w-want ice cream.” 
“Da konechno, my angel. Let’s go right now.” Ilya hefted her up onto his hip and held out his hand for Mariya. “Ice cream, ice cream, ice cream.” 
From Lily: You are sure you want to cook tomorrow? Is your birthday, I am happy to cook for you and Hollander parents.
From Jane: Nope, I got it. 
From Lily: You are sure?
From Jane: You’re bothering me when I’m trivia cramming. 
From Lily: Rude. 
From Lily: Good luck. Чмок-чмок
****
Jacob’s Place
Trivia nights at Jacob’s Place originally started as an excuse for a handful of friends to get together and drink on Friday nights. 
Montbonne was a friendly town, warm and welcoming and beautiful, but it had always been exhaustingly dull for the college aged and single under forties demographic, and heading to Jacob’s Place was an opportunity to hang out, a chance to catch up after a long work week, and an excuse to get out of the house in a town where almost everything closed down at eight o’clock even on the weekends. 
Drinking contests, rowdy music and late nights were the initial focus of the get togethers, but once the college aged kids mostly married and settled into life as parents and the single folks mellowed out of their hard drinking phases and started bringing friends along for comfortable nights and easy conversation, raucous Fridays at the bar gradually turned boring in all the best ways.
Trivia night. 
Teams were named, rules established, and random trivia lists were curated into specifically chosen and carefully researched questions. The season schedule was planned out and posted well in advance, there were regular themed nights that revolved around sports seasons, holidays, the school year, election years and occasionally theme nights for notable personal events, such as Shiana’s birthday party or Cory and Abby celebrating twenty five of marriage. 
Eventually, a tournament was deemed necessary. Weekly win records and streaks weren’t enough bragging rights anymore, the teams wanted bigger contests, harder questions, pictures on the wall and something to carve their name into so their victory could be celebrated, remembered and their records upheld.
And thus, the Montbonne Annual Jacob’s Place Tournament of Trivia Titans was born. 
The first year winners received a blue ribbon, their picture on the bulletin board, and a free drink from the bar. By the time Shane moved to Montbonne, the tournament had play off brackets, strict team rules, elimination policies and sudden death round guidelines, and the trophy with previous winners inscribed near the base was fantastically gaudy, obnoxiously large and laughably ostentatious for a small town dive bar. 
Trivia Night at Jacob’s Place was a well established, well attended, good naturedly competitive weekly event. 
Nobody was surprised when Shane joined a team and promptly dialed the competitiveness up to a fever pitch because just like everything else in his life, Shane Hollander was in it to win it.
“Alllrightyroo Montbonne, Willkommen to the Ninth Annual Jacob’s Place Tournament of Trivia Titans!” There was no real reason for Jacob to be dressed up emcee character from Cabaret for the trivia tournament, no reason beyond the drama and showmanship of it all. Montbonne didn’t provide very many opportunities for him to break into his costume closet and flaunt his favorite pieces, and since it was his bar and his trivia contest, Jacob was well within his rights to wear whatever the hell he wanted. 
“You look great, bud!” Someone shouted and someone else wolf whistled, “Got-damn, look at those nipples!” from the back of the room. 
Jacob just grinned, snapped the straps of his suspenders, then clapped his hands again trying to wrangle everyone’s attention away from ordering drinks and swarming around the newly polished trophy on display behind the bar.  
“Just a minute, just a minute, come on, let me make my speech!” The room settled a few notches and Jacob cleared his throat. “Kay here we go. We have three teams competing tonight. Three teams, three tables, everyone else has to stay seated in a booth or at the bar! Keep drinking, keep as quiet as you can, and remember, no talking to the teams in between rounds so they can stay focused!” 
A murmur of agreement and a few claps spread over the room, and Jacob nodded. “Of course, we have a super sparkly trophy to give to our winners, a hearty handshake and a round of drinks for second place and third place,” he pouted his lips playfully. “Well, I’ll offer condolences and only tease you a little bit for being the dumbest team in the room.” 
“Ten rounds of questions.” he said next, waving his topic sheet in the air. “I personally picked out every single one of these questions and will swear on a stack of all my favorite nudie mags that they are in fact fair and impartial and appropriately neutral to anyone’s specific expertise, which is something I’ve never had to say before but then again,” Jacob grinned towards Shane, “We’ve never had a legendary sports guy playing either.” 
Shane held up his hands peacefully, and Jacob turned back to the room, “Okay! Two minute warning for drinks, then one of the gals will be coming along to collect phones from the teams. Good luck everybody, and let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!” 
“Alright Montbelles.” Rachel turned back to their table and took a deep breath, then paused and patted Shane’s hand. “And Shane. Montbelles and Shane. Everybody ready?” 
“Oh, we’re going to kick their asses.” Linda decided confidently, and Matilde agreed, “This is finally our year. Ben and Chelsea’s team is going down.” 
“Let’s all just try our best to have a good time, and play a good, clean tournament.” Shane decided in his best Coach voice, but when all three women swiveled to stare at him confused, he grinned and changed his mind, “Or you know. Humiliate them with our expertise then paint loser on their car in shaving cream.” 
“That’s my boy!” Rachel tossed her head back laughing at him. “Let’s get to it!” 
“Need your phones, guys.” One of the waitresses came by with a basket for their phones, and Shane sent off one last text before handing it over. 
From Jane: Here we go. Wish me luck. 
His phone was already turned off and piled under the other surrendered phones when Ilya texted back. 
From Lily: Good luck with your herd of nerds. Let me know when and where you want your congratulations blow job.
From Lily: Ya tebya lyublu.
“Alright guys and gals and all my other assorted pals.” Jacob perched on one of the high stools behind a podium and adjusted his wire rim glasses. “First category is General Knowledge, just a real easy warm up. We all love Lucy and Lucy sure loves her birds. Which of Lucy’s husbands was a downright scallywag in his personal life, but contributed so much to ornithology that we named a society after him anyway?’ 
“Jesus Christ, that’s the warm up question?” Shane muttered and Linda elbowed him, hissing, “Lock in, Coach!” 
“Yep yep yep.” Shane pushed his glasses up his nose, then wrote down his answer and held it up. “Locked in.” 
The tournament went quick with only three teams, and the scores were impressively, consistently solid. Rick’s team trailed by one point at the end of the sixth round after being stumped by a question about Bitcoin, but then Linda missed a question about St. Petersburg and Jacob was utterly gleeful shouting about having to do a ten question rapid fire match to determine the third place finisher before one team could take on Ben’s team for the last three rounds. 
“I got it, I got it.” Matilde pushed them over the edge of six questions correct and therefore on to the final rounds with her knowledge of cryptophasia, and when Shane whistled impressed at the quick answer, Matilde gloated proudly, “Before I had Nychele, I was studying linguistics with an emphasis on sociolinguistics. Never thought I’d have a reason to use any of it!” 
“I dunno if winning a trivia round was worth all the money for schooling,” Rachel wrapped her arm around Matilde’s shoulders and gave her a quick squeeze. “But I’m impressed anyway!” 
The last three rounds of the night were stressful, the difficulty level bordering on ridiculous, the crowd getting restless with their drinks and anxious for the two remaining teams. Ten o’clock tick tocked only a few minutes away when Jacob whipped out a brightly colored handkerchief and patted at his forehead in true dramatic fashion before announcing, “We are all tied up, folks. Last question will either crown a winner, or send us into a sudden death match, so everyone listen up.” 
The bar went silent as Jacob held up an envelope with gold embossed edges, and slid his fingers under the red wax seal to withdraw a single index card. 
“Is he always this dramatic about it?” Shane whispered, and Rachel chuckled, “Oh yeah. Last year he had the mayor call in and give us the question over the phone.” 
“Yeah before that, he had it in a treasure chest.” Matilde added, and Linda nodded, “I don’t remember which year, but one of these tournaments, he had a mailman bring it certified mail and signed for it with a feather pen.” 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane didn’t even know where to begin with all that information. “That’s— wow.” 
“Here it is.” The back of the index card was covered in glitter, catching the light and gleaming as Jacob read the neat print on the other side. “In China, I turn counterclockwise, but on the other side of the pond, I wind up right. A very hungry caterpillar lives by the fountains and has thirty five thousand of me. Maybe I’m a blessing for long life and love, maybe I’m a warning about obsession and aggression. Patience is a virtue, my blooms can take over a decade to show their colors. Who am I?” 
The other Montbelles immediately started whispering furiously among themselves, scribbling down what they thought were key words, trying to unravel the hints, and running through their flower and bloom knowledge as fast as they could. Rachel wrote down vine ?? counterclockwise?? and underlined it, but Linda grabbed the marker and wrote caterpillar?? and within a minute or two, the women’s concentration faded quickly into blank uncertainty. 
But.
“Holy shit, I know this!” Shane snatched the answer board from Matilde and wrote in his answer, then added a few identifying words in parentheses underneath, just in case.
“Are you sure?” she asked worriedly, and Shane nodded, “Yeah. It’s right. I know it is.” 
“No offense, cutie pie.” Linda gnawed anxiously at her bottom lip. “But how could you possibly know that for sure?” 
“Just trust me.” He promised, bouncing his leg and tugging at his ear as he waited waited waited for Jacob to call time and demand answers. “Trust me, I know this. I know it.” 
Shane knew it. He had it. His answer was correct, he was positive.
And he was right.
The Montbelles + Shane won. 
“Wisteria!” Jacob shouted into the microphone. “Wisteria is correct, and somehow Coach is extra correct because it’s purple wisteria that makes up Cassandra the Caterpillar at the Bellagio Botanical Gardens! Wisteria is correct! The Montbelles + Shane win!” 
“Oh my goddddd!” Linda threw her hands up screaming and Matilde banged at the table, “We did it! We did it!” 
“Coach!” Rachel knocked her chair over a she lunged to her feet to tackle him into a hug, and Shane was laughing too hard to even care, taking a wet kiss on the cheek and a smothering squeeze from the sweet lady as he spun her around a couple times. “We won! We did it!!” 
“Congratulations!” Jacob kept yelling into the mic as the room erupted into cheers and clapping, whistles and hollering from the other teams and spectators. A waitress popped up at their table with the first of no doubt several rounds of celebratory shots and Shane didn’t usually drink a whole lot, but right then he held his shot glass up towards the light and cried, “To the Montbelles–”
“And Shane!” Rachel added quickly. 
“--To the Montbelles and me.” he agreed, laughing out loud. “To us! Trivia Titans!” 
“Trivia Titans!!”
The shots burned on the way down, and while the other Montbelles were still hugging one another and everyone else was starting to crowd in for congratulatory handshakes pats on the back, Shane slipped away to grab his phone and quickly texted,
From Jane: WE WON!!
From Lily: I knew you would. Good job, lyubimyy.
“Well, that’s a big smile.” At the East End house, Svetlana handed Ilya a beer as she came around the couch and curled into the far corner, her long legs tucked under her body and a blanket pulled over her knees. “You heard from our Jane?” 
“My Jane.” Ilya didn’t skip a beat correcting her, and she rolled her eyes, “Ah yes, my mistake. Have you heard from your Jane?” 
“Yes. His team won the trivia contest.” Ilya’s phone blinged with a picture message and he leaned over to show it to Sveta. “He says he will put this trophy in with the Cups he won for the League and all his records and awards.” 
“Oh, look how cute they are!” Sveta smiled down at the picture of Shane’s team holding the trophy, a sign with their team name and another sign with the year printed on it so Jacob could add it to the wall of champions behind the bar. “Montbelles plus Shane. Why is it plus Shane?” 
“They were the Montbelles first.” Ilya took his phone back and saved the photo to his Shane album. “Now Shane is there. So is Montbelles plus Shane.” 
“Of course. I don’t why I assumed it would be anything more complicated than that.” Sveta took a small sip of her wine. “He looks very happy.” 
“He worked very hard at this.” Ilya kept smiling down at the photo, at Shane’s wide smile creasing happy lines into his cheeks. “He knows so much useless things now  and he made so many flashcards, Sveta. So many flashcards. He deserved to win.” 
“I'm happy for him.” She propped her elbow on the back of the couch and sank her fingers into her hair, scratching through the tight curls and changing the subject. “Ilyushka. Are you nervous about tomorrow? To meet the Hollander parents?” 
“Yes, very nervous.” Ilya sobered immediately, scraping his thumbnail along the edge of the label on the beer bottle. “I have never met the parents before. Your Papa doesn’t count, I know him my whole life. But is different with Shane and parents. Like a–” he blew out a slow breath. “Like an interview. To prove I am worthy of their son. But is scarier than that, because they know–” 
He made a vague motion towards the windows, the dark skies, the whole world outside the cozy house. “They know all of it. From before Vegas and after Vegas. I am not meeting them like a highschool boyfriend. Or college boyfriend. There is history and lots of things to explain about Russia and you and the girls.” 
His phone blinged with another picture from Shane, a squished in selfie of the team holding another round of shots and cheesing at the camera. 
“You think they have already made up their mind about you.” Sveta combed through her hair, loosening the array of pins keeping it mostly contained, and plucking them out one by one to plink onto the side table. “That they already decided not to like you?” 
“I think if it was Masha or Nadyushka telling me to meet someone who hurt their heart as much as I hurt Shane.” Ilya hearted the picture, and saved it to Shane’s album with the other one. “I would tell them to find another option, someone better, someone less complicated. Yuna and David will maybe feel the same way. They would want him to have an easy path to love and the rest of his life, not– not ah–” 
The words failed. Ilya shrugged. Sveta stretched her foot out to tuck under his thigh and asked, “Hollanders have no other grandkids? No other kids at all, it's only them and Shane?” 
“Yes. So I think is extra pressure. I don't know." Ilya switched the beer to his other hand so he could close his fingers around Svetlana’s ankle. “How do you feel about meeting them?"
“Oh, I don’t care.” she lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “I’m not anyone to Shane's parents, no reason to be nervous.” 
“Sveta.” Ilya squeezed her ankle lightly. “I am a bad liar, but you are worse. Tell me.” 
“Fine.” She set the last of the hair pins on the side table and picked her wine up again. “I am worried they will see me as the other woman. Both past homewrecker and currently a too involved ex-wife who might pose a risk to Shane’s happiness with you.” 
“Sveta–” 
“Because if it were our babies in this situation,” she used the same example Ilya had, her lips curving in a small, sad smile. “As their Mama, I would worry if another person had stolen the love of their life away. I would worry about the permanent connection with the children. Would maybe worry if the ex-partner still had a key to the house and coordinated school breaks and long weekends around spending time together and regularly took everyone to a different country for the majority of the summer” 
“You are not the other woman, Sveta.” Ilya denied. "And all those things--yes. It is complicated from the outside, but they will understand once they know the whole story. And once they know you."
"Maybe. But if I were Yuna Hollander meeting me for the first time? I don't know if I would be so quick to understand and move on." Svetlana tried to smile again, but it stayed small, stayed sad. “They will love you because Shane loves you. Me? Maybe not so much."
“I hope you know–” 
“--that their opinion of me won’t change anything for us, I am still Mama to our babies, Shane still welcomes me around and is happy for all of us to be blended this way?” she finished for him. “Da, ya znayu. I know. But Yuna is the only Mom left for us, Ilyushkya. My Mama is gone, your Mama has been gone for so long. The girls have Granny Alicia of course, but it would still hurt a little,”
Svetlana pressed at her heart, “I think it would hurt a lot to have a third chance to have a Mom for our family and have her hate me. So yes. I am nervous."
From Jane: WISTERIA.
From Jane: THE INFO THING SAID COUNTERCLOCKWISE AND I REMEMBERED.
“I think Yuna is…” Ilya cast about for the right word. “She cares very much, yes? About everything, and especially about Shane. She is intense, but I do not think she would judge and hate without making up her own mind. Not rumours,” he emphasized. “Or only first impressions. I think she will make her own decision and it will be a good one. You are beautiful and sweet and a good Mama to our girls. You are my best friend. Yuna will see that and make up her mind. Not anything else.” 
“And how do you know that?” Svetlana’s voice wobbled uncertainly. “How do you know she will take the time to know me instead of coming with pre-conceived notions and her mind already made up about my contribution to her boy’s heartbreak?” 
“Because Shane trusts you.” Ilya decided firmly. “And Shane does not trust easily. So once you have his trust and his heart, no one can argue with him, not even Yuna. She will see how he is with you, and she will have to love you for it.” 
“I guess we will find out.” she didn’t sound convinced, so Ilya repeated, “Sveta, they will love you. I know they will.” 
Ilya’s phone lit up with another message, this time a rather alcohol loopy voice memo from Shane rambling about Vegas and purple flowers and a caterpillar named Cassandra. 
“I knew cos Vegas, baby!” Shane slurred into the speaker, an edge of giggles tilting his words light. “I knew cos of us! You and me! Tha’s why we won! Botanical gardens!” 
“You should go celebrate with him.” Sveta smiled when she heard the stammered, disjointed sentences. “Or at the very least, go be a designated driver because I have a sneaking suspicion our Coach is a lightweight and is in no condition to drive himself clear down that creepy road to the cabin.” 
Ilya hesitated, and Sveta nudged his leg with her toes. “Go, Ilyushka. The girls have been asleep for hours and I am here if anything happens. And I am fine, okay? I am fine. Go have fun with him for a little while.” 
“He is working really hard to have something that is not only us.” Ilya said slowly. “He told me his therapist told him to build community, to not only have me, especially before Christmas when things were so bad. Trivia is Shane’s community, his friends. I do not want to intrude.” 
“Yes yes, respect boundaries and support his journey to find community, those are good things. But." Sveta tossed a pillow at him. "He is your boyfriend, Ilyushka. I know he will be happy to have you there supporting him.” 
“Maybe.” Ilya pinched at his earlobe as he read back through Shane’s messages again. “Maybe.” 
From Lily: Do you need a ride home, dorogoy?
From Jane: I need a ride on you. On your ten second car. I won’t even make fun of you this time. 
From Jane: Vroom Vroom. 
“Bozhe moy, he is such a brat.” Ilya grinned at the horny messages. “And definitely drunk.” 
“Go.” Sveta kicked him again. “Go celebrate his big night, then bring him home to sleep it off. It’s already after eleven, it will be well after midnight by the time you get him out of there and there is no use driving clear out to the cabin. Go on.” 
“Okay. Okay.” Ilya squeezed her ankle again and heaved himself off the couch to find his shoes and wallet. “Thank you. I love you.” 
“I love you too.” she waved him away. “Have fun and hug Shane for me, but don’t wake me or the girls up when you come home.” 
“I won’t!” Ilya reset the house alarm as he slipped out the front door. “Good night!” 
From Jane: My trophy is bigger than yours. 
From Jane: That statement is not about trophies. 
From Jane: Come here and we can compare sizes.
“Fuck, Hollander.” Ilya tossed his phone into the passenger seat and drove faster towards town, “A few shots and you are bratty and braggy and horny? Is too much for me.” 
The parking lot at Jacob’s Place was almost all the way full, every light in the diner on and shining through the windows, what sounded like an overly loud, overly enthusiastic Elvis song being slightly butchered through the karaoke system. Ilya found a spot decently close to Shane’s car and jogged across the gravel lot to get to the front door, grimacing at the onslaught of noise as he pushed the door open, but very quickly making his way into the packed dining room and standing on his toes trying to find Shane in the midst of it all. 
At some point between the Montbelles + Shane winning and Ilya arriving to offer a ride home for his giggly tipsy boyfriend, the trivia tournament celebration had devolved into a full on party. The bar was packed, bartenders slinging drinks and calling out orders as fast as they could. People were talking and laughing in various sized clusters, leaning on the high top tables or jammed four deep into the booths sharing cheesy, saucy appetizers and taking shots. The makeshift dance floor was full of couples spinning around and grooving on one another, and sure enough  someone was up on the karaoke stage wailing into the microphone with a hip thrusting, enthusiastically Elvis-accent-mimic’d version of Hunka Hunka Burnin’ Love. 
It only took Ilya a minute to spot Shane. Even with the crowded bar and over flowing booths, the clamor and chaos of good natured ribbing and loud recaps of the nights events, Shane stood out gorgeous among the mass of people grooving and be-bopping in front of the stage. He wasn’t hard to find, not when he was so goddamn beautiful with his shirt half unbuttoned and his hair messy, his face flushed from the heat. The thin shirt clung sweaty to his stomach and chest, and his glasses were slipping down his nose with every twist and turn. He was definitely a little bit drunk, his eyes bright even from a distance and movements loose, his lips moving along to the karaoke lyrics as he sang along with all the noise. 
Rachel was dancing with him, shimmying her shoulders and trying to match his haphazard footwork, laughing out loud every time Shane grabbed her hand and twirled her around in dramatic fashion. He was always careful to steady her, an arm around her waist for a few seconds to make sure she didn’t stumble, one time his big hand spread at the back of her head so she didn’t knock into someone else who was dancing too close. They were laughing, heads back and smiles wide and fuck. 
Fuck, he was stunning. 
Shane was carefree and easy and wholly lost in the moment, sharing the joy with the friends he’d made and the community he’d found and Ilya thought maybe he should have stayed away, thought maybe he shouldn’t have risked interrupting Shane’s unfettered joy by showing up with an offer to end the night and drive him home. He spied an unoccupied chair at a high top table near the back of the room and headed for it as quickly as he could. He didn’t want to cut in and take the focus away from Shane and his team celebrating, so as much as Ilya would have enjoyed kissing the joy right off the addicting curve of Shane’s mouth, he was going to sit in the back and stay out of view until Shane was ready to—
“Ilya!!” Shane saw him. He came out of a turn with Rachel just as the crowd parted to  to make room for a waitress hoisting an overloaded tray of fresh drinks, and in the few seconds of open air, Shane found familiar curls, the shape of familiar broad shoulders, a glimmer of a smile that never failed to make his heart race and the light in those bright blue eyes and oh oh oh—
“ILLLLYAAAAAAA!” Shane let go of Rachel’s hands and made a beeline straight for Ilya, pushing and jostling and weaving through the crush of people to get to the back table. “You came to see me!” 
Ilya slid off the high stool when Shane tried to run towards him, glancingaround a little nervously when Shane kept calling out loud for him. 
“Hi sweetheart.” he lowered his voice knowing Shane probably couldn’t hear him, but hoping Shane might get the hint and remember to be at least a smidge discreet, but no. 
“ILLLLLLYAAAAA!” Shane threw his arms around Ilya’s neck and dragged him into a kiss, standing up on his toes and humming happily loud as he crushed their mouths together. “We did it! We won! We–” another kiss, Shane’s hands hooked in Ilya’s shirt collar and their noses smooshing, Shane’s glasses tilting crooked on his face when he pulled back to exclaim, “We did it! Fuck. I’m so happy. And I’m so happy you’re here and I–” 
Wait. 
Ilya’s heart tripped skipped jolted uncertainly when Shane’s broad smile lagged and realization dampened the spark in his dark eyes. 
Oh no.
“Moya lyubov.” he said softly, carefully, his fingers flexing at Shane’s side as he tried to gauge whether or not Shane was going to freak out and bolt over the very public kiss. “Are you… okay?” 
He could feel people watching them, could see people turning to look and point and whisper in his peripheries, but he kept his eyes squarely on Shane, kept his hands firmly settled at Shane’s waist and promised with his heart racing and voice hoarse with the enormity of the moment, “Because I am okay. This is okay for us, if it’s—“ he swallowed, clutching at the side seams of Shane’s shirt and bunching the material between his fingers. “If everything is okay for you.” 
“I mean.” Shane’s eyes darted back and forth between Ilya’s eyes, to his nose and to his mouth, down to the cross laying on his chest and back up again to Ilya’s lips to linger before catching and holding his gaze again. 
“I um.” Shane poked his tongue at the inside of his mouth and let go of Ilya’s shirt, smoothing down the wrinkles and flattening his hands at Ilya’s chest.
“I kissed you and everybody saw?. It felt like everyone was watching them, the music playing on ignored in the background, most of the dance floor gone still, Jacob in his ridiculous and honestly kind of slutty outfit gawking at them. Shane blinked through the alcohol assisted haze in his head and focused on Ilya’s heartbeat, tip tapping his fingers to match the thump thump beat beneath his palms as he tried to steady his breathing. "Um--"
"Shanychka." Ilya shook his head. "Is okay. We can just say--or pretend--"
“I love you.” Shane finally said, and he thought he whispered it, but maybe he shouted it cos Ilya’s blue eyes lit up and he smiled so suddenly brightly wide it was almost blinding to Shane’s liquor fuzzed senses.
“I love you.” He said it again, nodding along when Ilya murmured, “Bozhe, ya tozhe tebya lyublyu.”
“So okay.” It felt like everyone was watching them, so Shane kissed Ilya one more time soft and sweet and packed full of promise, and decided, “Yeah. This is okay.” 
“Do you want me to—“ Ilya started to ask, to offer, but Shane shook his head, “No. I love you. I got it.” and turned in Ilya’s arms to face his teammates, trivia friends, some of the Mighty Loons parents and all the staff at Jacob’s Place with the truth. 
“Hey uh—everybody.” He started, then stopped when Ilya wound both arms around him, holding Shane secure to his chest and nuzzling a supportive kiss at his cheek before setting his chin at Shane’s shoulder so he could see everyone’s reactions as well.
“Better. Okay.” Shane rested his arms over Ilya’s at his waist and started again stronger. “Okay. So me and Ilya are together. We’ve been together for a couple months and I didn’t mean for everyone to find out this way, but—"
“Oh Coach, you're so funny, pretending like we don’t all know.” Jacob cut in, and a few laughs sprinkled through the room. “Gimme a break, there's no need for a big speech after it’s been this long!” 
“Uh,” Shane blinked, and Ilya ducked his head, hiding a relieved smile in Shane’s shoulder. “What now?”
“I just mean, there’s no need for anything formal when we’re all friends and family and we’ve all known for so long!” Jacob encouraged, and that time there were some echoing murmurs of agreement. “Don’t act like you didn’t know we all know!”
“I—“ Shane blinked. “What now?” 
“Oh my stars.” Jacob’s jaw dropped in genuine disbelief. “Oh my– Coach! You didn’t know we all knew?!” 
Jacob’s over the top reaction and Shane’s obvious shock broke the anticipatory tension in the room and everyone else started talking too, laughing and calling out that of course they all knew, that Shane and Ilya weren’t subtle in the slightest, that they’d all decided to play it cool until they were comfortable enough to come out. 
“I mean.” Shane stammered through an attempt at a counter argument. “I – we–we tried really hard to just act like Coach and a parent!”
“No no, milyy, you tried.” Ilya denied cheerfully, honestly a little bit giddy because Shane wasn’t flinching or hiding or even hesitating. He’d been fully ready to fully come out to everyone in the bar and the only upset being that apparently everyone had already put two and two star crossed, forever fated, head over heels lovers together was the sort of thing that made Ilya giddy. The aggressive urge to mark Shane up publicly his hit him like a freight train, but Ilya settled for nipping a teasing bite into the meat of Shane’s shoulder and gleefully correcting, “You tried to pretend we were only Coach and parent. I was never normal about you.” 
“Oh and Shane sweetheart, you are so bad at pretending!” Rachel clicked her tongue sympathetically. “I can’t even tell you how many times I thought about stopping into the rink but you and Mr. Rozanov’s cars were parked there, so I just gave it some more time!” 
“Oh and breakfast dates?” One of the waitresses chimed in, “I don’t know any other Coach who has breakfast every single Wednesday with a team parent for platonic reasons!!” 
“Plus the way you practically adopted Nadya and Mariya so quick?” Lisa was sitting on Wyatt’s lap in one of the booths, and she untangled their hands to gesture at them, “Coach, most of us assumed you two had been dating for a while already and only made it serious once you came to Montbonne!”
“The group chat certainly knew.” Christine added, and some of the other moms cat-called playfully in their direction “We had a running bet for a while when you two would finally admit you loved each other, but it changed pretty quick to a running bet of how long it would be before you realized all of us knew and just came out with it already!” 
“Jesus Christ.” Shane sagged back into Ilya’s chest, and Ilya kissed his shoulder, then his neck again, hugging him tight. “Everyone knew?” 
“I was holding out hope that the gossip and the group chat and Jacob and the gal at the Post Office was wrong.” Matilde admitted with a faux mournful wink. “But c'est ça qui est ça, hm? You two are so great together.”
“We are very great together, yes.” Ilya agreed and Shane turned his head into a kiss at his cheek, “Yeah, we definitely are. Holy shit. But listen.” 
He turned back to the crowd of friends and trivia team members. “We still have to be at least a little bit discrete. I don’t need all my old teammates and friends finding out over social media that I’m–” 
“No. No no no.” Jacob put that worry to rest immediately. “Don’t stress about that sorta thing, Coach. The worst thing about a small town is also the best thing about a small town, which is to say of course, we are the nosiest people in the world but we’ll be good god damned before we let some outsider in on the gossip.” 
“Spasibo, Jacob.” Ilya cleared his throat, “But ah, is also very important to keep quiet before I leave to Russia this summer and while I am gone. Russia is very dangerous for this,” he pressed at Shane’s side, “For us. And if anything was spread too far or became too public knowledge–” 
“Booooooo Russia!” Matthew shouted, and his wife elbowed him sharply before adding, “No offense, Ilya. We know that’s home.” 
“Is not home anymore.” Another gentle squeeze at Shane’s waist and Shane’s eyes fluttered closed, a sweet smile lifting the corner of his mouth at the reassurance. “But still part of my life for Sveta and the girls. So we have to be careful.” 
“Don’t worry, Mr. Rozanov.” Jesse’s Dad, that time. “Like Jacob said, we might be a gossipy, nosy bunch but that stays in Montbonne. And certainly not on the internets, I don’t even know how to work that thing.” 
“Did you hear that? We certainly won’t let it get on the internets.” Jacob winked at them. “So no worries. Let's move on to less stressful things, like now that the Muffin Man is here, Coach, let’s get a picture of you two holding the trophy!” 
“The Muffin Man?” 
“Oh my gosh, Maggia came home singing that silly Shrek song a while ago, she said the twins taught it to her, I didn’t know it was because of Ilya!” 
“Because of the bakery, oh my god!” 
“Ilya, the Muffin Man! That’s so funny!” 
“Thank you for that.” Ilya glowered at Jacob, who only pranced a few steps and laughed entirely unrepentantly, “It’s your own damn fault you know, I love love your blueberry muffins! Now come on over here, come on, let’s take a picture with the trophy!” 
“Is a big trophy, Shanychka.” Ilya whistled appropriately awed by the hilariously oversized, bedazzled and bejeweled monstrosity. “Good job.” 
“What did I tell you?” Shane smirked, his dark eyes sparking in mischief and glee. “Bigger than yours.” 
“You keep saying that like is an insult, but I love how big you are, Coach Hollander.” Ilya wound his arm at Shane’s waist as they posed for a picture. “But when we are home, you can whip it out and we can compare sizes?” 
“Hey!” Shane laughed startled when Ilya yanked him in with a sharp tug, nearly upsetting the giant trophy held awkwardly at his hip. “What did I say about calling me Coach when–” 
He snapped his mouth shut mortified by the reminder that they were stil very much public and he was probably talking louder than he thought with all the alcohol in his system. Ilya smacked a loud kiss onto his cheek and called, “Jacob! Take the picture before Coach slips up and says something embarrassing and blushes so dark to pop a blood vessel.” 
“Fuck you, I’m not–” Shane stopped when Jacob chirped, “Smile, boys!”, then immediately jabbed Ilya in the side and finished hissing, “I’m not blushing!” 
“You are blushing.” Ilya countered, his wide smile and easy posture never faltering as Jacob took another few pictures. “You look like a tomato. Moy pomidor.” 
“Ilya!” 
“Okay okay okay!” Jacob sent the pictures to both Shane and Ilya, then whistled towards one of the waitresses. “Let’s get these boys a drink and keep the night moving!” 
“Ah no, none for me.” Ilya raised his voice to be heard above the loud agreements for him to join the party. “None for me. I have to drive Coach home tonight. But at least one more for him, yes? And the next round for everyone,” he made a motion around the bar. “Is on me.” 
A cheer went up from the crowd and Ilya grinned when Jacob finger gunned at him, then sashayed off in that ridiculous outfit to find someone to dance with. He turned back to kiss Shane and send him towards the dance floor too, but paused when he found Shane looking at him curiously. 
“What is it?” Ilya brushed the back of his knuckles at Shane’s face, “What is the purpose of your face?” 
“You said you’ll drive me home.” Shane said quietly. “You mean home to East End, right?” 
“Da, konechno. Home to East End, home with me.” Ilya swept his thumb at the constellation of freckles on Shane’s cheek visible under the frame of his glasses, and cursed under his breath, “The stars in your eyes are too much for me, sweetheart. You are too beautiful tonight.” 
“I think um,” Shane turned into Ilya’s hand at his cheek, dotting a kiss at his palm. “I think I’m too drunk for how mushy you are being right now, so say something different, something that doesn’t give me butterflies or– or melt my brain out of my ears.” 
“Okay.” Ilya smiled smitten at him. “What if I keep calling you a tomato?” 
“No wait.” Shane’s gorgeous mouth turned down into a frown. “No, I changed my mind, I don’t want that, pick something different.” 
“I will call you my tomato red koala bear.” 
“If you do that, I’ll break up with you.” Shane groused, fighting a smile and fighting the urge to lick at Ilya’s thumb as he drew it over his bottom lip. “I swear I will. Go back to the mushy butterfly stuff, no more tomato stuff.” 
“No no no, moy pomidor.” Ilya grabbed Shane in close, then pivoted him around and dipped him back until Shane shrieked and had to grab onto his shoulder, hanging onto the trophy for dear life so he wouldn’t drop it on the floor. 
“Ilya! Fuck—!” 
Ilya wasn’t going to let him fall. They were bent more than halfway over, one of Shane’s legs kicked into the air awkwardly as he tried to manage his own balance and his face bright red as the compromising position caught people’s attention all over again, but Ilya wasn’t going to let him fall. He had him. He tightened his arm at Shane’s hips and spread his other hand protective and careful at Shane’s back and promised for his ears and his ears only, “You are stuck with me, Shanychka. Moya lyubov. Moy koala medvezhonok. I have you and you have me, stuck together. Yes?” 
“Stuck, huh?” Shane set the trophy down as carefully as he could, then looped both arms at Ilya’s neck and went pliant fully trusting waiting for Ilya to close the few inches between them and kiss him. “Okay. If you insist.” 
A few tables back, Matilde gave her order to the waitress for the next round of Muffin Man sponsored drinks, and propped her chin up on her hands with a melancholy little sigh as she watched Shane and Ilya kiss by the trophy. “You know, part of me still wants to be desperately jealous that somehow both of the hottest, wealthiest, nicest men in this town are into each other and apparently none of us ever even stood a chance… but goddamn they look so happy together, I can’t even be mad about it.” 
“Cheer up, sweetie.” Linda wrapped her arm around Matidle’s shoulders and smecked a loud kiss on her cheek. “Did you meet my brother in law Louis when he was up to visit back before the holidays? I think he’s just your type. Tall, dark hair, speaks French? You could do worse than to fall in love with my brother in law and marry into my family and then we could really be sisters.” 
“I could do worse than being your sister, yes.” Matilde leaned her head on Linda’s shoulder and sighed again. “Okay. Let me have his number.” 
****
East End House
“Here sweetheart, careful.” It took all of Ilya’s skill to maneuver a clumsy drunk, exhausted deadweight, Shane out of the car and up the few stairs at the East End house. The trip down the hallway was surprisingly quiet despite Shane’s inability to put one foot in front of the other without bumping into Ilya and letting out a string of tequila fueled giggles, and they even made it through perfunctory teeth brushing and a quick face wash before Shane flopped back on the bed and slurred, “Take my pants off, Rozanov.” 
“Yes, and I will even fold them for you, Hollander.” Ilya pecked a kiss to Shane’s lips and got to work wrangling his pants down his legs and off his feet, then undoing the rest of Shane’s shirt, rolling him this way and that on the bed so he could get the wrinkled dress shirt off Shane’s broad shoulders and set aside. “Glasses now, can I have them?” 
“You can have whatever you want.” Shane closed his eyes when Ilya carefully lifted the black frames off his nose, then gasped, “Wait! Where’d you go!” 
“Your eyes are still closed.” Ilya pointed out fondly, and surged up to cover Shane’s delighted laugh with a kiss. “You are very silly when you are drunk, very cute.” 
“Yeah m’fuckin–” Shane yawned, his jaw audibly popping. “M’fuckin’ adorable. Come to bed. I wanna hold you. Need’ta hold you.” 
“I’ll be right back.” Ilya kissed him again, then bodily lifted Shane up and over all the way onto the bed, tucking him in under the covers. “I will get water and a Gatorade for the morning, then be right back.” 
“Hurry.” Shane splayed his legs out and frowned dramatically down between them. “There’s an empty spot here. It’s you.” 
“Bozhe moy.” Ilya laughed at him. “Okay. I will be back to fill that spot. Close your eyes again.” 
“But I’ll sleep.” came the petulant refusal. “I don’t want to sleep until you’re here. And nekkid. Come to bed nekkid.” 
“Close your eyes.” Ilya brushed Shane’s hair back from his forehead. “And if you are still awake when I come back, I will get in bed nekkid with you.” 
“Mmmkay…” 
Ilya hurried to the kitchen for the drinks, but he took his time getting back, tiptoeing up the stairs to peek in on the twins in their beds, tidying up a few things in the living room, pausing to move their shoes further from the door in the entryway. When he got back to the bedroom, Ilya waited at the doorway for a minute until he was sure Shane was asleep, then smiled to himself and cracked the lids on the drinks in case Shane woke up thirsty in the middle of the night, and stripped down to his underwear before climbing in under the blankets. 
He rolled Shane carefully into his arms, tucking him against his chest then closing his eyes and exhaling in exhausted relief, taking a few deep breaths to settle himself into the bed and into the night with Shane tucked in tight. 
Every time they spent the night together, it got more and more difficult to go back to sleeping separately, more and more insane to go back to different houses and different lives. Ilya hadn’t planned on joining Shane at trivia night or bringing him home afterwards but now that Shane was snoring on him, Ilya couldn’t believe anything else had ever been an option. 
He didn’t want to think about Russia yet– he didn’t want to think about Russia ever, but especially not yet while they were only partway through Shane’s birthday weekend and still had to meet the parents and celebrate Mother’s Day. Ilya didn’t want to think about Russia and sink into maudlin, miserable thoughts about the upcoming separation and all the waiting they had to do, but oh he was really very tempted to suggest they ditch the waiting plan altogether and forge right ahead with the moving in together plan because he was tired of waiting. Tired of putting his life and his heart on hold. Tired of the Russian issue overshadowing every day closer to summer, Ilya didn’t want to do it anymore, he was finally ready to just fucking—
“Youaren’tnekkid.” Shane mumbled, and Ilya automatically hugged him closer, his big hand sinking into Shane’s messy hair, “Dorogoy, you are supposed to be asleep.” 
“And you’re sposed t’be sans um– sans–” Shane nuzzled closer, winding their legs together. “Whatever. Sans something I dunno. You’re warm. I love you.” 
“I love you too.” Ilya pressed a kiss to his head. “Go back to sleep.” 
“Mmmmbaby…?” 
“Da, Shanychka?” 
“I never had–” A slow, sleepy sigh. “Never had anyone to hold my trophy with.” 
Ilya’s brow furrowed, but before he could ask what Shane meant, Shane kept talking quiet and a little slurred, half mouthing the words into Ilya’s bare skin, “When I won the Cups. Only my parents. But everyone else– their girlfriend and wives and friends. I only had my team. Not really friends. Not anyone special. Not– not you. So lonely.” 
Ilya’s chest tightened aching at the whispered admission. “Shane, I am sorry.” 
“Now you’re here though.” Shane continued drowsily. “I have you f-forever. All my trophies. All th’good moments? You’re here. And I’ll be here for all yours. When you win um– best– best muffin top. Or whatever. I’ll be here.” 
Ilya had to blink blink blink past the burn behind his eyes to promise, “We will both be here from now on, yes.” 
“I know.” Shane smiled, his mouth stretching against Ilya’s chest. “It’s so good now. Like a dream. Smallest little dream but s’mine now. I love you s’much. Luh ya s’much.” 
“I love you, too.” Ilya pulled the blankets up over Shane’s shoulders to make sure he stayed warm. “Sweet dreams, my Shane.” 
“Sweet dreams my–” Shane giggled a little. “My hunka hunka burnin’ love…” 
*****
May 10th, 2025
From Shane: Have you guys left yet?
From Mom: Not yet. Soon. Planning to be in Montbonne around 3 o’clock. Dinner is at 6?
From Shane: Yes. Drive safe, see you soon. 
And then. 
From Jane: Parents will be here around 3. You and girls and Svetlana will be here by 6?
From Lily: Only me and girls. 
From Jane: Why? 
From Lily: Sveta says she will stay home for tonight but is excited to meet your parents tomorrow. 
"Nope. Don't like that." Shane swiped out of the Lily text chain and up to the one with Svetlana, hovering over the most recent messages before muttering a quiet curse and hitting call. 
“Coach!” Svetlana picked up on the fourth ring, her greeting distorting over a yawn. “My love, I am always happy to hear from you, but it is barely eight o’clock. Why on earth are you calling me this early?” 
“Why aren’t you coming to dinner tonight?” Shane leaned against the kitchen counter, chewing at his thumbnail impatiently. “I invited you too. Family dinner for my birthday. Everyone is supposed to be here.” 
“Shane, it's not--"
"Tell me the truth." he interrupted brusquely. "This is a big deal for me. So why aren't you going to be here?"
"It's not that I don't want to be there for you and with you tonight.” Svetlana chose her words carefully. “It's that tonight is already a very big night. It is your first birthday together with Ilyushka, the first time he is meeting your parents, the first time for Masha and Nadyushka to meet future grandparents, hm? I think it is a big enough night without adding me to the mix.” 
“Adding you to the mix.” Shane repeated flatly. “Svetlana, the whole point of this weekend is to–” 
“Celebrate together, yes.” She interrupted smoothly. “So tonight, you will celebrate with your parents, introduce your boyfriend and the girls to them, have a family night at your cabin. And tomorrow morning, Ilyushka will make Mother’s Day brunch and I can spend all morning getting to know your Mama while sipping mimosas and being catered to.”
“But–!” 
“Shane.” Svetlana cut in again, and Shane’s mouth clicked shut. “We will have plenty of time in the future, okay? Plenty of birthdays to celebrate all together, so many Mother’s Days and holidays and events for the girls where all of us will be together all the time. It will not hurt anything, it doesn’t mean anything for this first time to only be you and Ilya and the girls with your parents.” 
“Is this because you think my mom won’t like you?”
“It’s because I want to make sure when we meet for the first time, we are meeting as women and mothers, not as the ex-wife and the boyfriend's Mom.” she clarified firmly. “I want to meet her equal ground, and with plenty of time to ask questions and understand one another, and tonight when everything is new and overwhelming is not the time for that."
“Equal ground.” Svetlana was right, and though Shane hated to admit his original all in plan for the weekend may not have been the best plan for everyone all at once, he was grateful yet again for her insight into the tangled up dynamics and histories that bound them all together. “Okay. Fine. Do you want me to send Ilya home with some food for you? I’ll make extra, it’s not a big deal.” 
“I would love that, yes.” her smile was audible across the line. “Thank you. And thank you for understanding."
“Yeah, yeah, it’s fine.” Shane hesitated, then asked just one more time, “But are you sure–?” 
“Coach.” 
“Okay. Fine.” He nodded. “I’ll trust you on this. See you in the morning."
"I'll see you in the morning." Svetlana echoed. "Have a very happy birthday, Shane."
*****
“He really lives this far out of town?” Yuna stared out the windshield, out the passenger side window, then craned her head around to look through the back window as well. “Not that Montbonne is any sort of metropolis, but this is really far out of town.” 
“I told you he lived a ways out here.” David slowed down trying to ease over a bump. “Out of town, down a long road, up against the lake.” 
“Right, but when you said that– Jesus Christ.” Yuna grabbed for the aptly named oh shit handle above the window and swore when David wrenched the wheel around to dodge a particularly deep ditch. “Honestly, how does Shane drive this every day? The child grew up with paved driveways, paved roads, how is he living down this– this gravel roller coaster! It’s horrendous!”
“Now if I remember correctly, my love.” David set his hand high on Yuna’s thigh and squeezed lightly. “There was a time not so long ago that you very much liked bumping down the old gravel road to the lake cabin.” 
“Yes, well.” Yuna’s lips twitched in a smile. “That was back when I wore purposefully flowy skirts and pretty but unsupportive bras so rebellious bad boys with dubious intentions and terrible hair cuts could admire how everything jiggled.” 
“It was just yesterday you wore that flowy little tennis skirt up the lake cabin road and hey now, I thought you liked my haircut.” David checked the new trim in the rearview mirror. “What’s wrong with it?” 
And then with a knowing smirk, “I do like that one floral bra you wear, by the way. Doesn’t hold a damn thing in place but the jiggle is,” he kissed the tip of his fingers. “Exquisite.” 
“You’re a dirty old man, David Hollander.” Yuna tsked at him as if she wasn’t flushing pink from the attention, and smacked his hand when it crept higher on her leg. “We’re almost to Shane’s place, we don’t have time for you to get interesting.” 
She reached over to scratch her nails through his hair affectionately. “And I do like your new haircut. It reminds me of your college look, all sharply groomed with your sweater pulling at your shoulders…” she lay her head back on the seat rest and smiled. “You still look like that handsome boy who convinced me to do non-church approved things in the back of your truck down those bumpy roads.” 
“Play your cards right, Mrs. Hollander.” David smiled right back at her. “And we'll get up to some non-church approved things with you still in the passenger seat. These seats go all the way back."
“Tempting.” She linked their fingers laughing, then cursed all over again when a hard bump made her bite her tongue. “Shit! Okay, for Shane’s birthday, let’s pay to get his driveway paved.” 
“Our boy has the money to get his road paved if he wants.” David navigated around a rough turn, and relaxed back into his seat once he could finally see the cabin. “But let’s certainly keep it in mind as an option because I do want to be visit up here as much as we can, and I definitely don’t want to have to get the car’s alignment checked after every trip up and down this goddamn road.” 
“Oh, it’s pretty.” Yuna leaned forward again as they pulled into the parking area in front of the cabin. “David, this is pretty, look at it. You said the cabin was dark, that you were so worried about Shane because he buried himself way out in the woods in some miserable little shack, but this is kind of gorgeous.” 
“In my defense.” David peered through the windshield honestly shocked by the difference between Shane’s cabin from season to season. “I was here in January, and it was an ugly month for several reasons. Things look decidedly different now.” 
Things did look decidedly different at the cottage. January had clung miserable to the cabin and the surrounding forest when David came to try and save his boy from the ghosts and nightmares that came calling on the anniversary of his injury, but a gentle April and beautiful first week of May had softened the harsh icy edges David remembered. The spring warmth had erased the windblown piles of dirty snow, the lake was brilliant blue peeking through the dense foliage of vibrantly green leaves, and the cabin looked downright cozy tucked in among the towering trees. 
The wood siding had been restained at some point between David’s first visit and this one, the front steps repaired and the curtains pulled away from the brightly clean windows. The parking area looked recently leveled, fresh gravel dropped so the cars didn’t sink into the puddles left after the most recent rain and a rock path had been poured leading up to the steps where before it had only been mud and ice and dead grass. 
The cabin looked… well it didn’t look like Shane was hiding anymore. It didn’t look like some macabre stand in for a fucking coffin, like Shane had chosen the location and half rundown little place as a place to bury himself. 
The cabin sort of looked like a home, and when Shane came out the door and waved at them with a wide smile as he jogged down the steps, Yuna turned to David with a wobbly smile and whispered, “David, it’s beautiful here.” 
“Yeah, hon.” David had to swallow before he could wave back at Shane. “It sure is.”
“Hey. I’m glad you guys made it.” Shane hurried around the car to open Yuna’s door, helping her out onto the rock before pulling her into a short hug. “Hey Mom. How was the drive up?” 
“It was fine. It was great.” Yuna dragged Shane down into a fierce hug, caring much less about the horribly bumpy road and the concerningly isolated distance from town when Shane was smiling so big, when he felt strong and solid, his face filled out and his hair a little long like he had more important things to worry about than his ultra strict diet and a carefully curated, obsessively maintained appearance. “The drive was easy, we could do this all the time. As much as you’d let us.” 
“Uh yeah. Yeah okay.” Shane didn’t comment when Yuna strangled him in another inch smothering into the hug, but he did roll his eyes good naturedly at his Dad over her slim shoulder when she didn't let go for another minute. “You guys are welcome whenever.” 
“Hey kiddo.” David had to wait for Yuna to finally let go of Shane, then stepped in for a shorter but no less emotional hug of his own, patting Shane’s back affectionately as they parted. “Good to see you. Help me with these bags?” 
“Of course.” Shane easily shouldered both of Yuna’s bags, and grabbed one of David’s as well. “Mom, I put hypoallergenic sheets on the bed for you, and Dad, I washed that red and black blanket you liked when you were here in January.” 
“Aren’t you a domestic little bug?” Yuna followed Shane up the stairs to the front door, craning her neck every which way trying to take everything in as he pushed the door open and let her go first. “Do you know, your Dad wants you to pave your driveway? I think he’s a little citified for Montbonne life. This place is so charming.”  
“The cabin’s okay I guess, but no, I know the driveway’s bad.” Thankfully, Shane was too busy maneuvering down the narrow hall and didn’t have to see his Dad pinch Yuna right in the tuchus for her sass. “It’s never been great but it got really bad after spring thaw. I didn’t wanna call an out of town company, you know, gotta keep the local money local–” 
“The local money local.” Yuna raised her eyebrows towards David. “Is all your money local money, dear?” 
“I guess.” Shane set their bags down in the tidily appointed second bedroom. “Anyway, I didn’t want to use an out of town company so I had to wait for Brent’s schedule to clear enough to come get it done.” 
“And Brent is…?” David mentally ran through the list of people and faces he’d met in January. “Zamboni driver?” 
“Yeah, that’s right.” It was such a silly thing, such a very small thing for Shane to care about his Dad remembering the Zamboni driver’s name, but it swelled warm right in the middle of his chest anyway. David had only been in Montbonne for a week, Shane had been a mess for most of it, and David had still cared enough to remember all the little details. “He owns the gravel and paving company and drives the Zamboni on the side for us. The rink’s shut down for yearly maintenance so he’s super busy catching up on jobs, but I’m still a couple weeks out.” 
“So the fresh gravel out front?” Yuna moved the pretty curtains aside to the see the lake a few hundred yards through the surrounding trees. “Did you do all that?” 
“Brent came to cheer Tara on at trivia and I mentioned you guys coming out for my birthday.” Shane hefted the biggest suitcase up the wide ottoman at the foot of the bed so David could unzip and start putting everything away. “He came out this morning with a truck bed and trailer full of rock and told me so long as I helped shovel, he’d at least get the parking area leveled and a path dropped so you weren’t running through the mud.” 
“That’s what you’ve been doing all day?” David asked, impressed. “Hauling rock?” 
“For a couple hours.” Shane opened the door to the second bathroom, and Yuna patted at his arm before scooting past to use it. “In between cleaning and prepping dinner stuff.” 
“Well geez, Shane.” David followed Shane back down the hall, a small smile on his face as he saw all the extra improvements that had been done since he was there in January. “Do you need help with anything?” 
“No, but I thought.” Shane opened the fridge and pulled out a six pack of David’s favorite beer. “Maybe we could sit on the back deck and catch up?” 
“That sounds really good.” Later, David would sit and maybe get a smidge emotional with Yuna over their boy going from having designers and cleaners and a staff for all the properties he never called home, to doing his own maintenance and chores and keeping the fridge stocked with drinks so he could host. “Yuna, dear!” he called down the hall. “Do you want a beer?” 
“Oh no, thanks.” The sink in the hall turned on and then off as Yuna washed her hands, and she patted them down her jeans as she joined them in the kitchen. “I’ll just have some water unless you have–” 
Shane held up a can of the alcoholic iced tea lemonade concoctions Yuna preferred for the warmer months, and Yuna grinned, “Oh, that’s my boy. Thank you.” 
“It’s nice outside.” Shane twisted the cap off on her drink and handed it over. “Want to sit outside a while?” 
Yuna loved that idea and hurried right out the door to the get the most comfortable seat on the recently repaired back deck, but David paused when he saw Shane standing still and looking down at his still closed beer with a curious half smile. “Shane? What’s up?” 
“Oh. Uh. Nothing.” Shane popped the cap and tossed it away. “I was just trying to remember the last time I opened my own drink. Other than my water bottles for skating or whatever."
“Oh?” David’s brow wrinkled mystified. “You don’t open your own drinks these days?” 
“Not as much as you’d think, no.” Shane shook his head. “But nevermind. It doesn’t matter. Let’s convince Mom to walk down to the lake. I’m thinking about putting a dock in, you can tell me what you think.” 
From Jane: Just had to open my own beer. Didn’t love it.
From Lily: Spoiled selfish high maintenance diva.
From Lily: You should have called me, I would have driven out to open it for you. 
“You look happy all the sudden.” Yuna commented when Shane stepped out onto the deck. “What’s that big smile for?” 
“Nothing.” Shane put his phone away. “Nothing. You want to go see the lake?” 
“Let me finish my drink first.” Yuna shook her half full can at him. “Then you can drag me through the woods. What time are Ilya and the girls coming out tonight?” 
“Right around six.” Shane’s entire face changed, his expression lighting excited. “I can’t wait for you to meet them.” 
“We can’t meet either.” David held Yuna’s hand tight when she reached for him, her slim fingers trembling in his palm with a wash of emotion. “Really really looking forward to it.” 
***** 
Ilya’s car pulled into the drive at ten till six, and Shane hastily dried his hands on a kitchen towel and undid the apron from his waist, telling his parents to, “Wait here a minute, okay? I’ll bring everyone inside. Mom, can you keep an eye on the shrimp so it doesn’t–” 
He stopped. Wrinkled his nose. “Actually Dad, you keep an eye on the shrimp so it doesn’t over cook.” 
“Hey!” Yuna protested. “I can make sure the shrimp doesn’t burn! I’m not as good a cook as your Dad, but I can at least not burn the seafood!” 
“Sure you can, love.” David mollified her with a kiss on her cheek and waved Shane away, “Go get Ilya and the girls.” 
“Be right back.” Shane straightened his shirt, ran his hands through his hair, then slipped into his shoes and right out the door. 
“Look look look.” Yuna abandoned any thought of being even slightly responsible for the shrimp and rushed right to the window to watch. “David, here. Come here.” 
“I’m here.” David was right behind her, slipping an arm around Yuna’s waist and standing close as they peered through the window to see Shane open the back door of the big vehicle and help first one, then a second little girl out onto the ground. 
“Oh.” Yuna covered her mouth when the first twin with her hair in tidy braids and the sash on her little dress tied in a neat bow threw both her arms around Shane and squeezed him into a tight hug. 
Then, “Oh.” she shook her head in disbelief when the second twinclambered out with her wild curls sticking up every which way, the sash on her dress repurposed into a headband with long tails trailing down her back. She didn’t hug Shane, but she grabbed his hand and turned it over and David nudged Yuna lightly, “Look.” when the little girl started tapping at Shane’s palm in obvious excitement, chattering about as fast as she could while Shane smiled down at her. 
“Shane used to do that.” Yuna whispered. “Remember? He used to get in trouble, he tapped all the time. Drove his coaches and teachers nuts and we taught him all those tricks, all those little ways to hide it.” 
“I remember.” David remembered gently redirecting Shane a hundred, a thousand, a million different times so he’d stop tapping, so he’d stop bouncing his knee, so he’d stop clicking his tongue counting out beats and syllables and whatever patterns he heard in his head. He didn’t remember exactly when Shane had finally overcome it all, when he got old enough to mask it all, but nowadays the only time Shane showed any anxiety was with a quick scratch at his eyebrow like Yuna did, with the plastic ends of his hoodie string in his mouth, or more recently, a pinch and rub at his earlobe. 
David didn’t know where the earlobe tic had come from, but as he watched Shane smile down at the little girl blissfully tapping patterns into his palm as she told him her stories, he thought for the first second hundredth time recently that maybe it wouldn’t have been the worst thing all those years ago if they'd just given Shane the space to be… Shane. 
Hindsight, and all that. 
“Look.” Yuna patted at David’s arm again. “David, look.” 
David looked just in time to see Ilya come around the car with a huge bouquet of flowers, to see Shane break into a wide grin as he pushed his face into the blooms, to see Ilya touch Shane’s hair, his face, then lift his chin and lean in to give him a slow kiss. 
“I don’t think–” Yuna’s voice caught, and she had to clear her throat. “I don’t think I really believed it until right now. You said the Rozanov boy looks at Shane the way you look at me and I– I don’t think I really believed it until right this very second, David look at them.” 
“I know, sweetheart.” David held her a little tighter. “I know.” 
Outside the window, Ilya said something to the twins and took Shane’s hand, kissing his knuckles before motioning the girls towards the stairs and tugging Shane along with him. 
“Oh, here they come.” Yuna raced back to the kitchen and picked up her drink and then the spoon for the shrimp, stirring them with an inordinate amount of concentration as if she’d been dutifully tending the stove the entire time instead of spying from the window. “David. David, um–” 
“It’s alright, dear.” David pushed her away from the shrimp gently and took over, adjusting the heat and giving a quick taste test of the sauce. “Shane’s got it.” 
“Mom, Dad?” Shane led Ilya and the girls inside, pausing to help the girls out of their shoes before taking Ilya’s hand again and stepping forward with a nervous little smile. “This is Ilya Rozanov. But uh– you knew that already. And these are the twins, this is–” 
“Wait wait, let me guess.” David wiped his hands, pressed comfortingly at Yuna’s side as he passed, and moved to crouch down to eye level with the twins, rubbing at his chin as he studied them. “Hm. Let me see now.” 
Yuna laughed surprised when both girls squatted too, copying David with a hand at their little chins, squinting in his direction as if they were sizing him up the way he was sizing them up. 
“Okay, I got it.” David decides, and pointed at Mariya first. “You’re Mariya. Which makes you,” a point at Nadya. “Nadya. Am I right?” 
Mariya narrowed her green eyes and shook her head. “N-No. That’s wrong. Y-You’re wrong. I’m N-Nadya.”
“No no, I’m pretty sure I’m right.” David wagged his finger at Mariya. “You’re definitely Mariya. You know how I know?” 
Shane tensed ready to butt in and cut David off if he called out Mariya’s very obviously fake stammer. She was trying to sound like her sister and Nadya talked just fine, so Shane wasn’t about to let either of the girls feel self conscious because the only way David could tell them apart was because of the–
“I can see your doom.” David waved his hands around Mariya’s wild curls, then tugged at one of the tails of her makeshift headband. “It’s all over the place. That makes you Mayday.” 
“Oh.” Mariya’s mouth fell right open. “I um–” 
“And you’re definitely Nadya.” David held out his hand for Nadya, smiling encouragingly when she took it carefully. “Because you’ve got this pretty dimple right here on your cheek. My mom, your Coach Shane’s grandma? She used to call dimples angel kisses. That’s how I knew which of you was which, cos Mayday is covered in Doom—” 
He winked when Mariya gasped in delight.
“--and you’ve got an angel kiss right here cos you’re so sweet.” 
Nadya dimpled right up into a wide smile and David laughed, “See! There it is!” 
“Daddy!” Mariya jumped to her feet and whirled around to find Ilya. “Daddy! He can see my doom!” 
“An-nd my angel k-kiss!” Nadya beamed. “Th-that’s why Mama calls mmme her angel!” 
“Yes, is true for both things.” Ilya’s voice was a little hoarse, and when Shane set his hand steadying at the small of Ilya’s back, he shifted his weight into the comforting warmth of Shane’s palm and nodded. “Masha you are full of doom, and da, Nadyushka you are my angel.” 
“Okay Doombringer and Angelsmooch.” David feigned a loud groan and wobbled on his feet, waving his arms as if helpless as he tried to get up. “I’m very old so I need help up from the floor. Come help me up so we can meet Yuna too.” 
“Who’s Tuna?” Mariya grabbed one of David’s hands in both of hers and heaved her whole slight weight backwards trying to drag him to his feet. “Is she a fish?” 
“N-No sister. Y-Yuna.” Nadya wormed her way under David’s shoulder and tried to heft him that way, her delicate features screwing up into a mask of determination as she bent her knees and pushed up as hard as she could. “C-Coach’s Mama.” 
“Oh thank goodness, I thought I’d be stuck there all night.” David stood up after a few seconds of letting the girls struggle, and laughed down at them when they collapsed with dramatic groans. “Ilya, didn’t mean to ignore you there, but something tells me those little girls of yours are the people I gotta impress around here, so I thought I’d get to know them first.” 
He stuck his hand out to shake. “We didn’t get a chance to officially meet when I was here in January, but it’s good to see you again, son.” 
“Ah.” Ilya was momentarily taken aback by the easy offer of son from David, but blinked himself out of it and shook his hand firmly. “Spasibo. Ah– thank you. Good to see you. And to officially meet. Yes.” 
He turned to Yuna next, waiting until she’d finished meeting the girls before running his hands down his thighs in a quickly nervous motion and reaching to shake her hand as well, “Is very nice to meet you, Mrs. Hollander. Finally, yes? Our lives ah–” 
He made a circular motion around the room. “--our lives orbited for a while when I played for Boston, but I do not think we ever met.” 
“We definitely met at least once.” Yuna took his hand, holding onto it a moment and tilting her head, studying him. “You don’t remember?” 
Ilya hesitated, and Shane asked, “Mom?” as he directed the girls towards their already set up reading pillows and the stack of books waiting by the couch. “When did you guys meet?” 
“It was the night of the CCM commercial.” Yuna let go of Ilya’s hand and folded her arms, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “The elevator.” 
Ilya’s eyes went very wide, and Shane frowned, “The elevator?” he checked with David, but David looked just as confused as he was. “What does that mean?” 
“I was heading out for drinks with the photographer and company representatives.” Yuna kept watching Ilya closely. “I was making sure we would retain the rights to Shane’s image for the duration of the campaign because they had a history of paying rookies very little and then making tons of money off the promotions and I wasn’t about to let them take advantage of Shane, I’m sure your team did the same.” 
Ilya’s team hadn’t done the same for him. Ilya hadn’t had a team back then, not a manager who cared for him half as much as Yuna cared for Shane, not a financial advisor to protect his assets from his money hungry family, no support, nothing. 
“Anyway, I was heading out and went to get in the elevator but accidentally pushed the wrong button.” She continued the story. “The doors open, and lo and behold. Ilya Rozanov.” 
“Huh.” Shane nudged Ilya as he passed by on the way to the kitchen to put the flowers up. “You never told me that.” 
“Yes well.” Ilya pivoted around so Shane could see him raise his eyebrows. “That night at nine o’clock I was on my way to the 14th floor. I had other things on my mind.” 
“Right.” Shane said, and then again with a strangled sort of sound, “Oh. Right.” 
“Okay, now I’m confused.” Yuna looked between the two of them curiously. “What am I missing?” 
“That is– that night was ah–” Ilya cleared his throat. “Well–” 
“Nope.” Shane peeled the gold and blue tissue paper off the bouquet and set it aside. “Don’t. Change the subject.” 
“I don’t get it.” David chimed in. “Is that a night you boys had a fight?” 
“Opposite of a fight.” Ilya supplied, much to Shane’s consternation. “That night was our first date. Sort of.” 
“Oh my Lord.” Yuna put her fingers to her mouth to hide a smile. “Can you imagine if I’d decided to get in the elevator just to bother you? I was so weird about learning everything about you back then, I was obsessed with your stats, constantly comparing them to Shane’s. Ilya, I was really very tempted to join you in the elevator just to try and get a better understanding of you outside of the press releases and snippets of interviews.” 
“Like mother like son, da? Because Shane was also obsessed with getting a better understanding of me that night.” Ilya took a risk at teasing Yuna with a wink, and was instantly gratified when Shane flung a dish towel at the back of his head while both Yuna and David laughed out Shane’s horrified, pissy expression.
“Enough, enough!” Shane clapped his hands together. “Dad, please distract Ilya so he’ll stop talking and Mom, come help me so you stop asking questions, alright?” 
“Shane!” Yuna was positively delighted with the new information. “I’m sorry, but that is very funny. I never thought anything about seeing Ilya in the elevator that night, but I really could have accidentally coc–” 
“Hey.” Shane dumped the flowers in a pitcher and glowered in her direction. “If you say cock block right now, I’ll drown myself in the lake.” 
“I don’t know how you grew up to be a such a prude.” Yuna tsked at him over another drink of her lemonade and ice tea. “Your Dad and I aren’t anything like that, we’ve always been–” 
“Mom, I am begging you to stop right now.” 
Yuna kept laughing. Shane kept grumbling. David ambled towards the living room with Ilya to check in on the girls as they sat snuggled in comfortable and well behaved on their reading pillows.
“This is a nice set up.” David crouched down again so he wasn’t looming over the twins. “How do you guys decide who gets which pillows?” 
“This pillow is mine.” Mariya patted hers. “That one is sisters. Easy.” 
“C-Coach picked them for us.” Nadya turned a page in her newest mystery book. “M-Mine matches my b-b-booster seat.” 
“I see. Huh.” David made a show of inspecting the pillows closely. “How did Coach know to match your pillows to your booster seats? Did he buy the booster seats too?” 
“Da.” Mariya scrunched down into her pillow, scowling a little at being interrupted from her reading. “Coach buys us everything.” 
“Shane spoils the girls.” Ilya inclined his head towards the antique steam trunk full of stuffies and toys, then to the bottom two rows of Shane’s bookshelf that had been taken over by brightly colored, elementary school appropriate stories for the girls. “I try to maintain discipline, but Shane–” 
“No. Actually, Daddy doesn’t have any ath-orty.” Mariya informed David, and Nadya shook her head solemnly, “N-none.” 
“Aren’t afraid to speak their minds, aren’t they?” David chuckled and stood back up, joining Ilya by the big windows. “Confident little bugs.” 
“I do not know if confident is the right word.” Ilya hedged, and David chuckled in shared parental stress agreement. “But we think is better to have strong girls who know their own self and believe in their big ideas.” he shrugged. “The world is scary for kids. For little girls. Scary for everyone, sometimes. Our girls are goblins, but they are never afraid to speak up and be honest, and that is important.” 
“Well, they’re about the cutest goblins I’ve ever seen.” David smiled when Nadya held her hand out without saying a word, and without even looking up from her book, Mariya fished a few goldfish from the pocket of her dress and passed them over. “You’ve done a good job with them.” 
“...Thank you.” Surprise, again. Ilya swallowed back the burble of emotion that caught clogging in his throat at the easy acceptance and apparent approval from Shane’s Dad, from Shane’s best friend and hero. 
“I gotta say, I was real surprised to see you with Shane when I was here in January.” David said then, and Ilya went still beside him again. “Shane hadn’t told us about you, but we knew something was going on, we knew he’d gotten his heart broken real bad a long time ago and we knew he’d reconnected with someone here in Montbonne. But finding out that it was Ilya Rozanov of all people.” 
He shook his head with a quiet chuckle. “Don’t get me wrong, we weren’t upset to realize it was you. Just surprised. And when Shane asked me what I thought about it– and you two were taking a break then,” he added as if Ilya didn’t know exactly what had been happening between he and Shane in January. “Anyway, Shane asked me what I thought, and I told him to talk to you. Told him with the way you looked at him, there was a real good chance you were gonna be willing to figure out an answer to all the questions he had before moving forward.” 
A beat, and David smiled. “I’m glad he took my advice. Glad for the both of you. Because this right here?” he motioned to Shane laughing with Yuna in the kitchen as they worked on dinner. “This is the happiest I’ve ever seen my kid, and you’re a Dad, you know this. There isn’t anything better than seeing your kid happy.” 
“Is the best thing, yes.” Ilya watched Shane smack Yuna’s hand away when she tried to add salt to the dish. “I like think–” breathe. “I like to think I make Shane happy.” 
“I know you do.” David patted at Ilya’s shoulder confidently. “Don’t you worry about that.” 
“Hey, you guys need a drink?” Shane’s face did something complicated and soft when he saw David with his arm around Ilya’s shoulder, his smile wavering fragile and hopeful as he handed over a couple beers. “Dinner’s only about five minutes out, yeah?” 
“Thanks bud, I’ll go wash up.” David took a quick drink of his beer and went to wash his hands in the sink, but he turned back when he heard Ilya answer something in Russian and caught Ilya taking Shane’s unopened drink right out of his hand. Shane grinned saying something quiet and Ilya laughed at him before leaning in for a quick kiss. 
“I get it now.” David patted Yuna’s hip to move her back from the sink. “Why Shane doesn’t remember the last time he opened his own drink.” 
“What’s that? Shane doesn’t open his own–?” Yuna peered into the living room in time to see Ilya open Shane’s drink and hand it back before opening his own. “Oh.”
She turned back around and jabbed David in the side. “How come you don’t open all my drinks for me?” 
“Light of my life.” David jabbed her back, albeit much gentler than Yuna had. “The last time I tried to open your car door for you, you told me I moved too slow and lectured me about inconvenient chivalry being a form of misogyny because it requires women to wait on men.” 
“My point was perfectly valid.” She maintained. “But somehow Shane is being romanced to the point of having so many of his drinks opened, he has to think about the last time he did it for himself? Step it up, Mr. Hollander.” 
“Noted and noted, Mrs. Hollander.”  
“Nadya, Mayday.” Shane smiled at his parents when he came back to the kitchen. “Books down. Come get a drink and find the table.” 
“Okay, Coach.” 
“C-C-Coming Coach.” 
The girls ditched their books and came skipping into the kitchen, smiling shyly at David and Yuna and skirting around them to go right to Shane, who had a bottle of water for Mariya and a glass of iced water for Nadya. 
“Juice only after you drink all your water, okay?” he instructed, and the girls chorused, “Yes, Coach!” 
“I will get plates.” Ilya set his drink down on the counter and started rifling through the cupboards, and Yuna elbowed David knowingly when she saw how comfortable Ilya was in the cabin, how easily he found everything in the cupboards and cabinets and drawers. 
“What’s for dinner?” Mariya stood on her tiptoes trying to check what was on the stove, and Shane scooped her up to sit on the counter, then bent down and hefted Nadya up too, balancing her on his hip. David moved to stand on the other side of Mariya asking, “Can I look too?” while angling his body to make sure she wouldn’t slip off and fall. 
Shane sent his Dad a quickly appreciative smile and told the girls, “This is Okonomiyaki. It’s family dinner sort of like blini, right? Your Grandmama Irina made blini for your Daddy, my Aya-obachaan used to make it for me. It’s like pancakes.” 
“It doesn’t look like pancakes.” Mariya said doubtfully. “I don’t like shrimp.” 
“I know you don’t.” Shane reassured her. “Remember how you can put whatever you want on blini? Same for Okonomiyaki. I’ll help you figure it out, okay?” 
“Okay.” Satisfied that Coach wouldn’t give her weird food, Mariya nodded. “Okay, I will try it.” 
“I w-want bacon.” Nadya eyed the pan of bacon in interest. “An-nd shrimp. And th-this thing.” she pointed at the pan of crispy pork belly. “All of it. I w-want all of it.” 
“Sure thing, baby.” Shane set her back down on her feet, then lifted Mariya down too. “But all these pans are really hot, so you guys go sit down and I’ll bring you a plate with everything separate so you can add it on if you want. Go on.” 
“Spasibo, Coach!” 
“Sp-spasibo, Coach.” 
Dinner was served. Everything looked amazing and all of Shane’s meticulous preparation and attention to detail showed in the multitude of toppings, the perfectly cooked cabbage cakes, all the little bowls he set out for toppings and sauce, the high quality plates and silverware he’d bought with the specific intention of opening his cabin and his life up to hosting. 
David was loudly proud of Shane’s efforts and complimented everything as he piled his plate high with every single one of the available toppings. Ilya kissed Shane sweet and gentle in quiet thanks because he knew how much it meant for Shane to have his parents at the cabin for the first time, and he knew why Shane had chosen Okonomiyaki for the first big family dinner. Yuna had plenty of praise for Shane as well, smiling at seeing her Mom’s recipe used for a new generation, smiling when the twins dug into their plates with enthusiastic gusto, smiling when Shane bragged about having to order in ingredients so he could make it just right. 
…But Ilya couldn’t help but notice that behind all the praise and smiles, Yuna stayed distant all night long. 
Well no, not necessarily distant. Yuna didn’t avoid conversation or sit awkwardly away from everyone else as they ate in the living room, but there was something unmistakably withdrawn in her demeanor and it bothered Ilya that he was the only one who seemed to notice, right up until he realized how much she was reminding him of everything he’d always seen and noticed and clocked about Shane. 
Yuna didn’t hang back, but she held herself sort of aside. Her expression stayed blankly neutral until someone spoke directly to her and then she activated, smiling and animated and engaged until the attention moved on. Ilya could feel her eyes on him almost all night, all the way through assembling their plates of Okonomiyaki and every time he and Shane kissed. The girls ate in the dining room, the adults in the living room, and Ilya knew Yuna was watching when Shane sat close and close and closer until their feet were wedged together, knees bumping and arms jostling with every bite. 
Yuna chatted along with David when the conversation turned her way, asked questions about the bakery, the town and the girls, and when David leaned forward delighted and interested in Shane’s story about the trivia tournament, Yuna leaned forward as well like she was mirroring David’s posture because otherwise she knew it would be too obvious that she was neutral and still and watching. 
Yuna watched observing and most likely catalouging every single thing all night long, and it reminded Ilya of Shane. 
Shane used to linger at the outskirts of league events, press events, and charity events, not avoiding or shunning social responsibilities, but not actively engaging unless someone engaged him first. He’d stayed on the edges of awards banquets until he had to get up on stage and receive some new award for breaking and setting some new record. Ilya had watched all three of Shane’s Cup championship games and he remembered the ice being overrun with friends and family celebrating the win with all the players, he remembered the camera swinging around to find Captain Shane Hollander who was always slightly out of view until he had to put a smile on and find the spotlight for the litany of professional team photos.   
In Montbone, Shane had stayed to the side and watched like he wasn’t sure if he was allowed to join in, like he wasn’t sure if he even wanted to join in. It had only been after February, after the letters and promise they’d made each other at the ice rink that Shane had finally stopped hanging around the edges and stepped up to be fully engaged, fully invested in every minute of every day. 
And Ilya loved it, now. He loved every single second Shane spent acting on his wants and needs, laughing and teasing and yes being bratty or even being anxious, Ilya loved every single second Shane spent talking and acting and living instead of quietly hovering at the outer edges of everything community waiting to see if he was allowed in. 
Watching Yuna watching them, Ilya thought maybe he knew where Shane got that instinct to sit back and wait to be welcomed. 
So. 
“I’m going to step outside a moment.” Yuna decided when dinner was over. Shane and Ilya took over the dishes, while Nadya came over to tug at David’s hand and ask if he wanted to come see her drawing, so Yuna cleared her throat and decided, “Shane honey? I’ll be right back, okay? Just need some air.” 
“Uh, okay.” Shane checked in with David, who nodded to yes, let her go. “Sure. Do you want a jacket though? It gets cold pretty quick out here.” 
“I’m fine, baby.” She assured him. “Be right back.” 
Yuna ducked out the front door, and Ilya gave it a minute, two minutes, then kissed Shane on the cheek, “Leave the dishes for me. I will finish, but first I need a smoke.” 
“Ilya.” Shane frowned. “Why–” 
“Leave the dishes for me.” he repeated firmly, and kissed him again. “Go sit with your Papa and the girls. Go.” 
Ilya grabbed one of Shane’s hoodies from the rack at the door and tugged it over his head, then grabbed David’s light jacket from the rack as well and headed out the front door in the same direction Yuna had gone. 
“What’s that all about?” David wanted to know, and Shane shrugged, “I don’t know. He just said he wanted a–” he mimed a cigarette so the girls wouldn’t over hear. 
“Oh. Ilya?” David made the same smoking motion. “I didn’t know that.” 
“Only when things are kind of crazy.” Shane frowned out the window when he didn’t see Ilya or Yuna on the back deck. “Like when he’s overwhelmed. Usually he waits to get home though.” 
“You know.” David picked through his allotment of crayons and shaded a few lines on the coloring page Nadya had picked out for him. “Your mom does the same thing.” 
“She does the–” Shane’s entire world tilted on it’s axis for a confusing moment. “Wait. Mom–” he mimed a cigarette, his eyes bugged out wide. “She uh–” he did it again, disbelief etching into his features. “How did I not know this? Does she really? Cos one time she made me hand wash all of my hockey gear because she got a whiff of smoke on my jacket and I swore I wasn’t–” a quick glance at the girls. “Doing that, but she felt the need to reinforce the lesson anyway.” 
“Funny thing about being a parent?” David shrugged off Shane’s stunned skepticism. “Double standards. Do as we say, not as we do. But you know that, right? With these two goblins?” 
“Loons.” Shane correctly dazedly. “They're my Loons. And uh– I mean– wait, does Mom really–?!” 
“Only when things are crazy.” David explained with a short nod. “And usually only when we’re home. But sometimes when she travels for work and things get loud in her head, she’ll call me just so I can sit on the phone while she smokes. I dunno why that helps her, but it she swears it does, so I do it. Just sit there and listen to her breathe until she’s done.” 
He paused when Shane’s face creased up complicated again. “What is it, what did I say?” 
“Ilya does that sometimes.” Shane admitted slowly. “He’ll call me and I’ll just– just sit with him. Be quiet with him. Mom needs that too?” 
“Sometimes.” David picked up another crayon and went back to coloring. “People think cos she’s always on top of everything, always in charge, always sort of loud that she’s got it handled all the time. But getting that quiet moment is the only way she can stay balanced sometimes and it means a lot to me,” he tapped at his chest, over his heart, “that I’m the person who can give that to her.” 
“Huh.” Shane found a spot on the floor next to his Dad, waiting patiently while Mariya tore out a coloring page out for him and shoved some crayons in his direction too. “I… know exactly what you mean.” 
“Hm.” David smiled at him, understanding what it meant to have a complicated partner, quiet and relieved to see even more evidence of Shane settled and secure enough to take care of Ilya while letting Ilya take care of him. “Imagine that.” 
Outside the cabin and around the far side where the only window was the frosted glass of the big bathroom and the forest filled in closest to the cabin, Yuna tilted her head back and closed her eyes, exhaling a plume of smoke out and out and out until her lungs ached empty and she had to drop her head forward to breathe in the quickly cooling evening air. 
“I can join you?” Ilya came around the corner and Yuna jumped, cursing and automatically trying to hide the cigarette, “Shit! I mean shoot, I mean, I don’t smoke! Um–” 
“No, is okay.” Ilya handed her the jacket, then shook his pack at her and tapped one out into his palm. “I don’t smoke either.” 
“...right.” Yuna put the jacket around her shoulders and watched wary as he lit up and took a deep drag, blowing it out into the darkening night sky. “Okay. Does Shane know you smoke?” 
“Does David know you smoke?” Ilya leaned back against the cabin, crossing one foot over the other and shoving a hand into the hoodie pocket. “I think our answers are probably the same.” 
Yuna hummed agreeably, then went quiet, and they smoked in silence for a few minutes, propped up against the cabin with the faint bathroom light barely illuminating their faces, the trees deepening into shades of dark green before gradually shadowing black as the sun sank fully behind the hills and the stars started to come out. 
“So.” Yuna broke the silence first. “The girls are beautiful. Shane tells me they look just like their Mama?” 
“Da, and a good thing too.” Ilya knocked some ash away and ground it into the dirt with the hell of his shoe. “They would not get away with half as much bad behavior if they acted like goblins and looked like goblins.” 
“Jesus.” Yuna barked out a startled little laugh. “You can’t say that about kids, can't say they look like goblins. All kids are cute. They’re all beautiful and funny and good little people.” 
“I think I will maybe agree once they are grown and gone and I am not picking up thousands of toys every day and being bullied by pint sized mean girls.” Ilya shrugged. “But right now I am in the trenches. So.” 
“Trenches? Please, those little ones haven’t even hit middle school yet. You have no idea what the trenches are.” Yuna laughed again, her slim shoulders dropping as a ribbon of tension left her body. “God. This is all crazy, right?. And weird. And I uh– I don’t really know what to do or what to say about it.” 
“This.” Ilya shifted his weight against the wall. “You mean me and Shane? Or do you mean,” he swallowed. “Is the crazy and weird about me and the girls? Or our history? Or–” 
“No. No. Ilya, I'm sorry, I didn’t mean to make you think–” she bent double at her waist, groaning under her breath. “It’s not you. Or those sweet kids. I mean sure,” Yuna straightened back up and took another long pull at the cigarette, pursing her lips and shaking her head. “Sure, it is objectively crazy and weird that my son is with someone I spent a very long time assuming was his least favorite person in the world. But that’s not– I’m not saying–” 
She stopped again. “What I am trying to say is–” 
“This is a shovel talk.” Ilya didn’t know what Yuna was trying to say, but he offered her a humorous out, a quick grin and easy reprieve from whatever had her so upset. “You are going to warn me to be careful with Shane’s virtue and chastity, or face your wrath. The threat will work, Mom-ager Yuna Hollander has legendary wrath.” 
“Let’s be very clear about something right now.” Yuna put her head back against the cabin wall, and lolled it sideways to smile at him. “I would like it very much if you never said anything to me about my son’s virtue and chastity ever again.” 
“Good. Yes.” Ilya nodded faux seriously. “Because he has none left.” 
“Yeah, he said you were funny.” Yuna chuckled at him, then went back to staring at the sky and the moon rising in the distance. 
Ilya gave her the moment, gave her the silence, and Yuna took a few deep breaths then plunged right into it, “Here’s the thing. I’ve known for a very long time that the version of Shane I know the best, isn’t really his true self.” 
Ilya’s eyebrows lifted, but he didn’t comment. 
“He masks.” Yuna made a motion over her own face. “He always has. He gets really polite and really quiet and he’s so easy to be around when he’s like that, but I’ve always known– David and I have always known that wasn’t really him. And it broke my heart,” 
She scratched at her eyebrow with her free hand, then her eyelid, and Ilya had to look away to hide a smile and a pang in his heart at the Shane-familiar gesture. 
“It broke my heart to feel like I was walking on eggshells with him. Or worse.” Her smile was tremulous. “Worse was feeling like Shane was walking on egg shells around us. I have no problem being careful with him, but to think he feels like he has to be careful with us, that he has to hide who he is around us, around me? It kills me. And I’ve been telling David for a long time that I miss Shane so so much, but it hasn’t been until recently that I realized exactly who I missed.” 
“I realized in March and in– in the most technicolor vivid undeniable way right there in the cabin,” she jabbed the cigarette towards the cabin. “That the version of my kiddo I’ve been missing, is the version who belongs to you.” 
“Me.” Ilya's stomach swooped. “Why do you think this?” 
“We never really knew what happened in back in 2014.” Yuna said after another pause. “We assumed it was a breakup, but Shane never came right out and told us and also,” a tiny, regretful smile, “he never came out and told us. We assumed it was a guy, assumed it was a hockey player because we couldn’t imagine anyone except another player would hold Shane’s attention and understand his heart. We just hoped he’d tell us one day when he was ready, but then it was like— like ten years.” 
Yuna scratched at her face again, her eyebrow and eyelid and cheek. “It was ten years, Ilya. But you know that. Ten years and he never was ready to talk to us and we didn’t know how to push him to talk to us. He just… turned off. Flipped a switch and shut down. He said you watched all of his games, you know how good he got after 2014. How hard he pushed himself. He never rested, never took time off, it was always training, always locked in, he perfected that stupid diet to the point where I worried about him and I obviously should have been more worried about him, but it was hard to argue with the results and harder to argue with Shane, so I just didn’t."
"I just didn't." Self loathing and regret dragged her voice. "Didn't ask, didn't push, didn't do anything except manage his career and let him get lost. Smewhere along the way he got lost. We lost him, he lost himself, he disappeared into being the Shane Hollander, and I–” 
Yuna's fingers trembled as she lifted the cigarette back to her lips. “I kept telling David I missed him. I’d say, David I miss Shane. The kid who smiled all the time, and found so much joy in hockey, he used to call us after games to talk through recaps and he was so excited for everything new, those first four years with Montreal, Shane practically glowed all the time. He was so happy.” 
“Now I know that was you.” she nodded a few times. “The before 2014 version I’ve been missing every day for ten years and have been really fucking scared for since that goddamn All Star game? That version of Shane is the one who loves you. The best version of my kid is the one who loves you and seeing him tonight, seeing him with you and your girls tonight is– it’s um–” 
“Here’s the thing.” She finished her cigarette and stubbed it on a rock, then pulled a receipt from David’s coat pocket to wrap it in. “I keep looking at you guys tonight and thinking that you’ve always been here. You’ve always been part of Shane, so you’ve always been part of our family. I recognize Shane again, when he’s with you. So in a way it feels like I recognize you, too. Which is maybe weird, but I think--"
“No, it makes sense. Sveta says the same thing.” Ilya managed an unsteady smile. “She says she recognizes me again, now that Shane is here. She recognizes my smile and her best friend because I was not all the way me without him for a very long time. And she says she knows Shane because he was there all the time in my heart, even if she didn’t realize it back then.” 
“Sv-Sveta.” Yuna stumbled over the pronunciation, then held up her hand apologetically for the blunder. “Sveta seems very sweet. I’m excited to meet her tomorrow.” 
“She is excited to meet you too.” Ilya held out his arm to help Yuna over a rough patch on the rocks. “You are the closest she has to something like a mother-in-law since my Mama is gone. Sveta’s Mama passed along time ago too” 
“I promise to try my very fucking best to be a good something like a mother-in-law for her.” Yuna tilted her head listening when she heard peals of laughter from inside the cabin, then both Shane and David joining in to whatever had the girls giggling so hard. “And a good grandma.” 
Ilya’s head whipped around and Yuna quickly clarified, “If it gets to that point, I mean. Mother in law and grandma. If it gets to that point. No pressure.” 
Ilya laughed a little bit surprised, and Yuna elbowed him gently, “But also, you know. It’s been almost sixteen years. So what the hell are you waiting for?” 
“Almost seventeen years.” Ilya stepped away to grab a cake box and a couple wrapped presents from the back of the car, and Yuna mused, “Rookie year, right? 2010?” 
“No.” Ilya balanced the boxes in his arms and let her go first up the front porch steps. “Summer before rookie year.” 
“Wow.” Yuna hung David’s jacket up on the hook, then turned back to Ilya, fixing him with a look. “So really then. What the hell are you waiting for?” 
“Don’t worry.” Ilya looked over her head to where Shane was sitting on the floor next to Mariya, their heads bent together coloring on the same page. “I am working on it.”  
“Hey, you’re back!” Shane got up when he heard the door close, pausing to accept a kiss on the cheek from Yuna before going right to Ilya and stepping close for a quick kiss. “Hey. Are you okay?” 
“Yes.” Ilya held up the cake box. “I was getting your cake.” 
“For fifteen minutes?” Shane challenged, and Ilya shrugged “Is very heavy cake.” 
“Ilya.” 
“Later, Shanychka.” Ilya cupped his chin and kissed him firmly. “We will talk later.” 
“Fine.” Shane swayed into the kiss with a little sigh. “Let me see my cake then.” 
“Here.” The cake was red velvet, obviously. A cream cheese glaze since Shane didn’t like the weight and texture and overbearing sweetness of the heavier frosting. Ilya had stenciled dark chocolate loons and hockey sticks and propped them along the sides of the little cake, and had broken out the bottle of edible gold leaf flakes to sprinkle along the top with a sparkly red 34 numbered candle. 
“Ooooh.” Shane dipped the tip of his finger in a spot of glaze and licked it off with an appreciative noise. “Munch munch munch, yum yum yum.” 
“Is it time for cake?” Mariya came barreling into the kitchen with Nadya hot on her heels. “Cake! Time for cake!” 
“N-No. Presents firrrrrst.” Nadya shook her head, her braids flying all over. “P-Presents, Coach.” 
“Presents first.” Ilya set the cake on the counter and pushed it a safe distance away from any grabby, grubby little hands. “So our tummies have time to settle and make room for cake.” 
“No, I have room right here.” Mariya pushed her stomach out and poked at a spot to the left of her belly button. “Look. I have room right here.” 
“The Doombringer is right.” Yuna chuckled, leaning over to take a peek at the cake. “I think I have room for cake too.” 
“P-Presents first!” Nadya insisted louder, and Shane squeezed at her hands, “Okay sweetie. Let’s do presents first.” 
“Oh so, we aren’t allowed to get you presents, but the girls are?” David complained cheerfully. “How is that fair?” 
“Is against the rules to say no to presents from kids.” Ilya handed the twins the small box that was from them to give to Shane. “So he had no choice.” 
“Yeah, apparently I had no choice.” Shane said over his shoulder as the girls dragged him towards the couch and pushed him down to sitting so he could open their gift. “Okay okay, I’m here. What’s my present?” 
“Op-pen it.” Nadya climbed right into Shane’s lap, while Mariya squished into his side, hugging his arm with both hands. “Op-pen it right n-now.” 
“It’s very nicely wrapped.” Shane tried to open the neatly folded paper slowly, but Mariya groaned, “Coach! You are bad at opening presents! Faster! Go faster!” 
“Yep.” Yuna raised her glass in a cheers towards the couch. “Mayday’s a girl after my own heart. Shane! Go faster!” 
“Sheesh! Okay!” Shane gave in and ripped the wrapping paper away, and over the excited squeals of the girls hastily trying to fill him in on exactly what the funky little gift was and how hard they had worked on it, Shane held up a crocheted, sewn up little stuffed frog and grinned, “This is so cool, girls. Thank you.” 
“I m-made it.” Nadya admitted shyly, running her fingers over the slightly crooked but still tightly fit seams. “With a C-Christmas kit from Mmmama.” 
“Look look look!” Mariya proudly pointed to the miniature PWHL jersey she’d stolen from one of her Barbies and put on the frog. “I gave him a jersey! And I put your number on it!” 
Sure enough, the jersey had a crudely cut out, brightly purple fabric 24 sewn onto the back, and Mariya also made sure to point out a black bandage tied around the frog’s knee, “That’s cos your hurt leg, Coach.” 
“Your h-hurt leg.” Nadya nodded along seriously. “Y-your f-funky knee.” 
“I love this.” Shane plonked a kiss on Nadya’s forehead, then tipped his head sideways to bonk lightly at Mariya’s head too. “Thank you.” 
“This is from me.” Ilya handed Shane a second, much larger box, taking the frog and setting it very carefully on the side table so Shane had both hands free but the frog was perfectly safe from any more evening chaos. “And Sveta, because she helped with idea. But mostly me.” 
“You weren’t supposed to get me anything.” Shane warned as he tore at the paper, and Ilya shrugged unbothered, “No, the rule was $25, yes? I followed the rules.” 
“With a box this big? I seriously doubt it.” Shane rolled his eyes towards his parents, but neither David nor Yuna were on his side about the $25 limit so they rolled their eyes right back, and motioned for him to keep going. 
“Okay, let’s see.” Shane opened the generically brown box to reveal several smaller boxes inside, and he lifted the first one to read the neatly printed brand and model information on the side, his mouth dropped open. “Ilya!” 
It was a tablet. An expensive one. Ilya had bought Shane the tablet and a stylus weighted to feel like a pen, a custom cover branded Coach Hollander and all the assorted accessories– screen protectors, a carrying case, even print outs on the upgraded programs he’d had pre-installed. 
At the very bottom of the box was a small envelope holding a $25 gift card to the bakery. 
“Are you fucking–” 
“Swear jar, Coach!” 
“Are you freaking kidding me!” Shane stared down at the outrageously expensive gift, then up at Ilya accusingly. “Ilya, this is so far out of the $25 limit! You didn’t even try to follow the rules.”
“No, I did.” Ilya insisted, but his blue eyes were bright with laughter, his smile several shades past entirely unrepentant. “The gift card for bakery is within the limit. And the tablet and things,” he waved his hand towards the box. “Is not a birthday gift. Is a donation.” 
“A donation?!” 
“Yes.” Ilya winked at Yuna when she clapped her hands and laughed out loud. “Is a donation to the team, to the Mighty Loons. You can use it for your spreadsheets and practice notes and calendar, but if you stop coaching the team?” he shrugged. “You have to return tablet. Is a donation, not a gift.” 
“You’re so full of shit.” Shane shook his head, and Ilya gasped, “No! It’s a loophole!”
“A loophole.” Shane was not amused. “Seriously with that?”
“Very serious, yes.” Ilya moved to sit next to him, pursing his lips for a kiss. “Is a loophole and it needed filled.” 
“No, I’m not kissing you.” Shane denied, and Ilya leaned in closer, brushing his lips at Shane’s ear and murmuring, “But Shanychka, I know you love how good I am at finding and filling holes.” 
“Okay, now I’m really not kissing you.” Shane shoved him away, flustered and fussing and blushing bright red. “That was gross, this tablet is ridiculous and I hate you.” 
“Mmmmno.” Ilya didn’t move when Shane tried to push him, covering Shane’s hand over his heart and clasping it tight instead. “ I don’t think you really do.” 
“No, I really do. The filling holes comment was gross.” Shane cut a quick look at his parents who were watching with odd, fond smiles, then at the girls who were creeping as innocently as possible towards the kitchen fully ready to try and steal some cake. “But okay. This is a really great gift, thank you.” 
“Two kisses.” Ilya demanded and Shane set the tablet aside to frame Ilya’s face in both hands and press their foreheads together for a minute before covering Ilya’s mouth in a slow kiss, then pulled away and dotted a second one to his cheek. 
“Thank you.” he whispered. “And I love you.” 
“My Shane.” Ilya smiled and stole a third kiss. “I love you too.” 
*****
From Jane: Can I tell you my birthday wish? 
From Lily: No, if you say your wish, it won’t come true. 
From Jane: I’ve got a pretty good feeling about this one. Pretty sure it will come true regardless. Plus it’s a really small wish. Itty bitty. A super small dream. 
From Lily: Hm. You are very confident to be risking birthday wishes, but okay. Tell me your very small, itty bitty birthday wish.  
From Jane: Last year I spent my birthday unable to walk after a bad physical therapy day, too scared to turn on my TV cos I wanted to watch the game but being fucking crippled on my birthday and watching another team go after the Cup that was supposed to be mine while I didn’t even know if I’d ever even skate again put my head in a really bad place. 
From Jane: Last year on my birthday I called my therapist cos I was scared I’d do something stupid and I needed her to talk me down from it. 
From Lily: You never told me this.
From Jane: I never told anyone this. 
From Jane: But I kept thinking about it tonight. Because this year is so different from last year. It’s so much better and I want it to be better like from now on. So my wish is that I get to celebrate another 50 birthdays like this. 
From Jane: With you. With the girls. Family. 
From Lily: No. 
From Jane: No? What do you mean, no? 
From Lily: 50 birthdays isn’t enough. We will celebrate 100 birthdays just like this.
From Lily: Never again like last years birthday. Only like this from now on. 
From Lily: Sorry to say your itty bitty wish will not come true, but I promise to try very hard to make the new bigger wish come true. 
From Jane: 100 birthdays is a lot of birthdays. 
From Lily: Still not enough, but I will settle for at least that much. 
From Lily: You are stuck with me and I am stuck with you. 
From Jane: Happy Fucking Birthday to me. I love you. 
From Lily: Happy Birthday, moya lyubov. Ya tebya lyublyu. 
*****
Mother’s Day 
“Svetlana.” Shane went right to Svetlana when they arrived at the East End house for Mother’s Day, hurrying down the hall and into the living room to give her a tight hug. “Happy Mother’s Day.” 
“Thank you, Coach.” Svetlana beamed when he handed her a bouquet of pink and yellow roses. “And happy belated birthday. Ilyushka said you fussed about the tablet. I knew you would.” 
“I don’t know if I exactly fussed about the tablet.” Shane tried to deny. “And I appreciate you helping him pick it out, because it’s set up perfect. All the programs will be so great for coaching the Loons and that weighted stylus writes just like a pen, it’s really cool. But we agreed on a $25 limit.” 
“Yes, and Ilyushka is the epitome of self control and moderation when it comes to gift giving with his loved ones.” she nodded mock seriously. “What an odd thing for him to go completely overboard with a present for the love of his life on the first birthday you get to celebrate together. Who could have possibly seen that coming?” 
“Anyway.” Shane tugged at one of her curls. “Come here and meet my Mom.” 
“Right.” Svetlana smoothed down the brightly floral sundress the girls had picked out for her for the day and nodded uncertainly. “Yes. Let’s do that.” 
“She’s going to love you.” Shane tucked Sveta’s hand into his arm and walked her back towards the kitchen where Yuna and David were chatting with the girls and watching Ilya manning the mixer, the oven, and several pots and pans on the stove as he worked to create an unforgettable brunch. “By the way, I’m glad we switched this to the house. I know Ilya wanted the bakery for the kitchen space to make all this–” 
“But it felt better to be home for Mother’s Day and meeting the parents.” Svetlana sucked in a sharp breath when she saw Yuna laughing with the girls, complimenting their little outfits that almost perfectly matched Svetlana’s dress. “It’s um– I just thought–” 
“Hey.” Shane pulled her to a stop at the kitchen door and smiled down at her. “This is gonna be fine. And you know, tt could be scarier. When I met you, I was finally meeting my sort of never boyfriend’s best friend and sometime girlfriend and eventual wife and the mother of his girls and the only other person in the world I worry could take Ilya from me.” 
“Shane.” Svetlana shook her head, but Shane pressed at her fingers, “No, listen. I was really scared to meet you. But you don’t need to worry about Mom, okay? She’s intense, but she loves me and loves Ilya and she hasn’t stopped talking about the girls once since last night and since you’re Mama?” 
He shrugged. “She’s gonna love you. Promise.” 
“It’s always very funny to me when boys think girls just magically get along because we have a few things in common.” Svetlana adjusted her earrings, her hair, her dress again and nodded. “But alright. Here we go.” 
“Mom, Dad.” Shane pulled Svetlana further into the kitchen. “This is–” 
“Sveta, right?” Yuna pushed right past David with both hands outstretched. “Am I butchering it? I don’t want to say it wrong.” 
“No no. Um.” After a split second of hesitation, Svetlana took Yuna’s hands and smiled. “Sveta is fine. And you are the legendary Yuna Hollander. Manager and unstoppable force behind the Shane Hollander.” 
“Once upon a time, maybe.” Yuna laughed it off. “These days I’m happy to just be Mom. And it is very,” she nodded a few times. “Very nice to finally meet you. I was telling Shane it feels like I should already know you, you and Ilya both because our lives–” 
“--orbit each other, yes.” Svetlana laughed a little too, still not quite sure what to think of the intimidating woman. “Yes, exactly. I told Shane the same thing, that we have shared stories except we never actually met to share them. Our lives overlapped and nearly ran into each other, but always just slightly missed.” 
“I’m so glad everything and everyone finally had a chance to meet.” Yuna studied her a moment, and Svetlana smiled a tiny bit at how eerily familiar her expression was to Shane’s 'heavily thinking about something' expression.
“I think perhaps,” she glanced over her shoulder towards the boys and the twins. “Perhaps you and I could go get to know each other better away from all this noise?” 
“Oh I um– “ Svetlana took a deep breath and tried to be brave. “Yes. Alright.” 
“Sveta.” Ilya handed her a mimosa, then pointed back to the living room. “You know the rules. No mamas in the kitchen. Go be banished. When Alicia comes in, tell her to come get mimosa then be banished, too.” 
“Ah. See? We are effectively banished.” Yuna snagged her own mostly champagne mimosa from the counter and clinked it lightly against Sveta’s glass. “Come on. Show me the living room. In fact, show me the entire house. Shane dropped us off with Ilya and went right to you, so all I’ve seen is the hallway so far.” 
“Come on, then.” Svetlana finished her mimosa in a few gulps and shook it in Ilya’s direction for a quick refill. “I’ll give you the tour.” 
“Here, hon. I’ve got it.” David refilled Svetlana’s glass and smiled as he passed it to her. “Nice to meet you, by the way. I’m David.” 
“Oh I’m sorry.” Svetlana shook her head. “I’m sorry, I–” she’d been so flustered by the idea of meeting Yuna she hadn’t even thought about meeting Shane’s Dad. “Yes. I’m Svetlana. I’m–” she gestured to the twins gleefully adding handfuls of chocolate chips to the slowly rotating mixer “I’m Mama.” 
“Come on, Mama.” Yuna held out her hand again. “Let’s go chat.” 
Shane waited until Svetlana and Yuna disappeared down the hall, then moseyed up to Ilya and wrapped his arms around him from behind, hooking his chin at Ilya’s shoulder and peeking down at the pan on the stove curiously. “Good morning, baby. What are you making?” 
“Dobroe utro, solnyshko.” Ilya turned his head for a kiss on his cheek, then lifted his arm up and wrangled Shane around to tuck into his side, kissing the top of Shane’s head when he burrowed in close. “I am making everything. This is hollandaise sauce for eggs benedict. Sveta likes with salmon, so that is in the oven. I have blini batter for my Mama,” he smiled when Shane hugged him tighter. “Chocolate chip cookies was the twins request. David says Yuna eats sweet crepes so there is whipped cream in the other mixer and here.” 
He pointed to a small pan on the smallest burner. “Fresh lemon curd. David says Yuna likes lemon and raspberry, so I made that too.” 
“How long have you been cooking?” 
“Does not matter.” Ilya shrugged the question off. “Mother’s Day is important. We banish the Mamas and cook whatever they want.” 
“Okay, well.” Shane looked over to where David was dutifully slicing up strawberries, to the girls keeping a close eye on the chocolate chip cookie dough, and to all the assorted pans on the stove. “What can I do?” 
“Stay here and admire me in my apron.” Ilya plucked a different spoon from the utensil holder and dipped the tip of it into the hollandaise sauce to taste. “Do not leave my side. Is a very important assignment.” 
“Let me help.” Shane insisted, and Ilya kissed his forehead, “Shanychka, you are helping by being glued to me. I have not seen you enough this weekend. Stay here.” 
“You’ve seen me every day and for hours at a time since Thursday.” Shane’s protest was token at best, thoroughly undermined by how he pressed in closer trying to erase every millimeter of space between their bodies. “You have seen me plenty.” 
“And I need to see you more.” Ilya shuffled backwards to check on the salmon, hooking his fingers into Shane’s belt look to tug him along with him. “So stay.” 
“Needy ass.” Shane muttered and Ilya snorted, “Takes one to know one, moy koala. You should not be so sassy when you are climbing me like a tree right now.” 
“Whatever.” Shane kissed him again. “Can I have a mimosa?” 
“Vsyo, chto ty zakhochesh’.” Ilya smiled when Shane kept one arm around his waist and stretched to reach the champagne bottle. “Anything you want.” 
Up the stairs and mid exploring Nadya and Mariya’s second floor kingdom, Svetlana watched Yuna laugh over the avalanche of stuffies over taking the girls beds, and asked, “So. I’m sure you have plenty of questions for me. About this whole situation. Ilyushka and me, the girls, the ten years he was gone?” 
“You know, I actually don’t.” Yuna picked up a crocheted stuffed frog that matched the adorable one the girls had made for Shane’s birthday, smiling down at it. “Shane didn’t tell me a whole lot about what went on while Ilya was gone in Russia, but he told me enough to know he’s not threatened by you, or worried about you and that the circumstances were so big and scary for a while, that we just need to be grateful you and Ilya and those babies made it here from Russia happy and healthy.” 
“...Shane said that?” 
“He also told me that any other details were Ilya’s to share.” Yuna set the crocheted frog down with the other stuffies and moved on to looking at the girls’ overflowing bookshelf. “So I would have to trust him when he said he was okay and that everything had worked out for the best.” 
“They are very protective of one another.” Svetlana acknowledged quietly. “They always have been. Ilyushka is downright possessive of his relationship with Shane and Shane guards Ilyushka’s heart very closely. I’m glad my best friend finally has someone to–” 
“Shane is very protective of you, too.” Yuna picked up a well worn copy of Peter Pan, running her fingers lightly over the faded cover. “And I hope you know when he talks about you, it’s only ever good things.” 
“I am… glad to hear that.” Svetlana knew Shane didn’t have bad things to say about her now, but she’d been worried with how tensely fraught their first few meeting had been, maybe he’d talked to Yuna about those negative feelings for months before they’d finally managed honest conversations and could be real friends. “Shane is very sweet. And you know, the girls just love him. He’s such a good Coach, and–” 
“Sveta.” Yuna cut her off with a small smile. “We don’t have to talk about Shane.” 
“I–” Sveta opened her mouth. Closed her mouth. Hesitated. “Well–” 
“David and I always wanted lots of kids.” Yuna came close again, sipping at her almost finished mimosa. “But it was difficult enough to have Shane and we were never blessed with another. And don’t get me wrong, Shane is the pride and joy of my entire life and now with Ilya around, it will be like having two boys, but there is something special about a Mom and daughter, hm?” 
She held out her hand encouragingly. “Ilya told me you lost your Mama years ago, and I know his Mama has been gone a long time. I’m not trying to be presumptuous or insert myself somewhere where I’m not welcome yet, but you and I will have plenty of chances to talk about the boys until we are sick of the topic. At least for today, I’d really rather get to know you.” 
“Oh.” Svetlana tapped her long fingernails at her lips, then nodded and reached for Yuna’s hand. “Alright. I’d like that very much.” 
“Here’s to us, then.” Yuna raised her almost empty glass in a cheers. “To Mother’s Day, the men who spoil us, and to family.” 
“Family.” Svetlana smiled, wobbly and hopeful and thrilled. “Here’s to us.” 
****
“It was nice, today.” Later that day after brunch had been devoured, after Alicia, Yuna and Sveta had been thoroughly spoiled as the Mom and Mom figures of their expanded little family, after the twins had fallen asleep halfway through a slice of chocolate tart and Shane first drove Alicia home safe, then had coaxed a mimosa tipsy Yuna and endlessly indulgent David into the car to get back to the cabin–
After all that, Sveta sat at the small kitchen table and watched as Ilya did all the dishes, wiped down the counters and put his kitchen back to rights after a messy, busy day.  
“This could be real life, you know.” she added when Ilya didn’t react to her first comment. “Yuna and David here for holidays. Family dinners at the cabin with Shane or,” she tossed a balled up napkin at Ilya’s back. “here at East End if you ever get your shit together and get him properly moved in.” 
“I am working on it, Sveta.” Ilya set a fresh brewed cup of decaf coffee in front of her, and went back to cleaning. “But yes. It was nice today. Is ah–” he shook his head. “A lot to take in. To think this will be real and normal all the time now. Good. But a lot."
“Mmmhmm.” Svetlana took a drink of her coffee and hummed a few bars of a familiar song before singing out loud, “Does it ever drive you crazy–” 
“Stop.” Ilya pointed a finger at her warningly. “Do not sing that song. Masha and Nadyushka love it so much right now, I am hearing it in my sleep.” 
“Just how fast the night changes!” Sveta laughed at his disgruntled, grumbly noise. “Oh please, Ilyushka. I know you love that song and all their other songs.” 
“No.” 
“You took me to six of their concerts!” she talked right over his quick denial. “One summer, we went three times!” 
“You begged me to take you.” he insisted, and Svetlana cried, “You surprised me with the tickets every time! You were going to those concerts whether I was there or not!” 
“Get out.” Ilya kicked at her chair. “Leave me alone. Go away and take your stupid music with you.” 
“Methinks the lady doth protest too much!” Sveta sashayed her way out of the kitchen, still singing the song under her breath, and Ilya called, “If it was not Mother’s Day, I would throw water at you for getting it stuck in my head!” 
“Denial is the first step, Ilyushka!” she called from down the hall. “But keep telling yourself that!” 
“Bozhe moy.” Ilya chucked the used kitchen towel towards the laundry room and picked up his phone for the first time in a few hours, swiping past meaningless notifications to get to the waiting messages from Jane. 
From Jane: This is maybe insane.
From Jane: But I keep thinking about how this is going to be life from now on. Family dinners. Mother’s Day brunches. My parents hanging out with us and Svetlana. We have a picture up at Jacob’s celebrating the trivia trophy. 
From Jane: I dunno. It seems like little things, right? Little dreams. Like driving together or whatever. Having public pictures, you meeting my parents. It’s tiny stuff. Like my wish to have more birthdays together. It’s such a small thing. 
From Jane: But I never thought we’d EVER get to do stuff like that. Before Vegas and even last year, none of this was an option. Or even a thought. 
From Jane: Not even all the way last year. LESS than a year ago, I wouldn’t have believed any of this was possible, but here we are. So many of those little tiny things are super normal things I get to have every single day. It’s insane how fast it all changed. 
From Jane: Insane in a good way. The best way. Is it insane for you like it is for me? 
From Jane: I know it’s insane for you like it is for me. I know it is. But tell me anyway. 
From Lily: Yes, Shanychka. All the little dreams, getting to celebrate birthdays together and have family dinner and kiss you without hiding– those are everything for me. You are everything for me.
Ilya did one final sweep of the kitchen, then got out the swiffer mop to catch any strays crumbs or sticky spots on the floor, humming a few notes, then singing a few lines under his breath as he cleaned, “Does it ever drive you crazy, just how fast the night–” 
“I knew you’d sing it!” Svetlana popped her head back in the kitchen and crowed in victory. “I knew you loved that song! I’m going to tell your Jane how much you like boybands!” 
“Damn you!" Ilya couldn’t do much more than huff at her. “Go away and leave me alone! Go! Be banished!” 
From Jane: You’re everything for me too. This has been maybe the best weekend of my entire life. I love you so much. 
From Lily: I love you too, Shanychka. Чмок-чмок
From Jane: Two kisses?
From Lily: Always, yes. 
*****
Chapter Notes:
Sorry for the delay with this one posting, the Yuna and Ilya scene got away from me and I refused to delete any of it. 
Also these notes are long AF, sorry in advance, but I am committed to the ramble. 
From the beginning now: 
Nadya's Concert: Poor Shane being such a popular and beloved member of the community :( life is so tough for him :( Life is endlessly tougher for Ilya though, who had to sit through a whole concert holding pinkies and trying not to combust. Poor needy Victorian maidens, the both of them. They should probably just move in and get married and put themselves and everyone else out of their misery (Ilya is WORKING on it). 
Obsessed with Mariya so loudly supporting her sister and obviously extra obsessed with Chris bringing Nadya a flower and Nadya eating it in front of him. Dead eyes, sharp teeth, that baby is a shark of the man-eater variety. 
Needy boys being needy: Yes they need to figure it out, but also it's so special how easy they are with one another all the time now. Teasing is second nature, they flirt without thinking about it, they are so comfortable and secure that EVERYTHING matters but not in scary ways. There’s no ‘if’ or ‘maybe’, the only remaining question is “when”-- when will they take the next step of moving in together, officially blending families, etc. A very special thing for them to have answered so many questions/quieted so many fears that there's only one question left (or two... if you count a proposal...?) 
JACOB'S CABARET OUTFIT because why the hell not. He deserves to be dramatic. 
Shout out to hello_lordling and thequeengeek on Threads for the team name Montbelles+Shane! 
Trivia Questions: I spent a bananas amount of time researching/reading trivia questions trying to find exactly the right ones for the tournament, I learned an actual plethora of useless information about random ass topics, and finally settled on five questions I could tie back to Montbonne and HR in ways that nobody but me (and y'all!) care about so here we go: 
Bird Society Question/John James Audubon is for loons. Bitcoin answer was 2008 ie: the year our boys met. St. Petersburg question for Russia (obvs). Cryptophasia is the secret language that 40-50% of twins come up with on their own. And the winning question about wisteria is my favorite because the Bellagio Botanical Garden display of spring 2025 was what Hollanov would have walked through in Vegas, which is the only way Shane knew the answer! 
Jacob having increasingly dramatic ways to reveal the final question is very important to me. Let the man have his whimsy. 
My heart hurts for Svetlana in this part of the chapter. I've mentioned my own Mama Trauma before and yes, while she's been very confident and very supportive of Hollanov and how they will all work together to be a family, the fear of being rejected by/losing ANOTHER mother figure hurts way down deep for daughters. 
Drunk, confident Shane is my favorite animal. Long live horny hilarious texts and his inability to be chill about his ILLLYAAAAA (said in the ep5 hospital drugged up voice) whenever his inhibitions are even slightly lowered. 
Coming Out Scene: I love all of it, but here are the highlights
-Ilya first assuring Shane that he was okay with the public kiss/coming out together, then not only giving Shane an out (we can just pretend) but also offering to handle the speech part himself.
-Shane's reaction being "i kissed you, i loved you, i got this" and being so brave facing all his friends. 
-Jacob exclaiming "oh my stars! you didn't know we all knew!" while Shane is shell shocked and the rest of the town is like, literally we been knew, you're so unseriously unsubtle, wtf. 
-the relief of the additional kisses. being physically affectionate in public. getting their first official couple picture put up in Jacob's bar. The swoopy dipping kiss while Ilya calls him a tomato red koala bear and Shane just heart eyes about it. I love them so much I could be weepy about it. 
Important to note: Montbonne is always going to be a safe place for Hollanov. My very very first draft of this fic included a canon typical "accidental outing" scene but I decided I didn't want that. Shane and Ilya have had to work so hard for every single good moment in their relationship, they have put so much effort into healing themselves and healing each other's hurts to finally reach a point where they can be together and be comfortably easy with it and I didn't want to mar that even the tiniest bit with a stressful coming out. 
Call it unrealistic or too sappy sweet or what the fuck ever, but with everything that's gone wrong in their history and tbh everything else that is going categorically catastrophic in our IRL world right now-- let the boys have an easy coming out moment with full acceptance and no fear. They deserve it, we deserve it, it's amazing. 
(I fully deleted an entire Hayden and Shane scene from this chapter. Sorry. I saved the draft though, so maybe we'll get it later on in the fic)
I've said it before and I'll say it again, I am fully obsessed with David and Yuna hollander. They love each other so much and so vibrantly and even though thinking about parents doing *stuff* is usually paralyzing levels of cringe, it is undeniably beautiful to see people still in love and still being smooshy and romantic and having FUN together after literal decades together.  
David and the girls. Oh my heart. The mental image of him squatting to study them, and them immediately copying his posture is so cute. And Mayday trying to pretend she's Nadya by stuttering but David deciding it was her Doom and Nadya's angel kiss dimple that helped him figure it out?? He is already the best grandpa ever. 
The Ilya and Yuna scene got away from me. It's maybe one of my favorite parts about this chapter. I always see people post on Threads about how Montreal never knew a version of Shane who wasn't in love with/loved by Ilya, and writing the birthday dinner, I was really struck by how both in canon but especially in Deja Vu-verse, the version of Shane that Yuna knows as his most settled/happy, is the version who is loved by Ilya. Ilya's Shane is one Yuna missed so much during the ten years post Vegas and her realizing that she knows Ilya/Ilya belongs there with them BECAUSE of his place in Shane's heart? Ughhhh the biggest of feelings. 
Also, love love the similarities between the couples here. At first glance it seems like David and Shane are the most alike, the quiet half to their partners Always In Control outward persona. And then obviously, there's intense similarities between Yuna and Ilya. But Shane is his Mom's child, he and Yuna are two peas in a pod and David and Ilya are very alike in how they handle the people they love. 
Thank you to Foksmashmydoor for the frog inspo! And shoutout to Ilya's use of a loophole. The $25 giftcard is well within the rules. The tablet is a *donation*. We love a loophole King. 
Shane's birthday wish being for 50 more birthdays exactly like that, and Ilya promptly being like, no I need at least a hundred. I legit made myself sad with that part because I thought about how they WOULDN'T get the 100 birthdays together and then started thinking about the birthdays that would happen after one of them passed away and the other had to celebrate alone and ummmm anyway, magic hand wavey stuff, nobody is ever alone in Montbonne, they will fall asleep together at 99 and wake up at 18 to start over together because my heart can't take any other reality, its canon, good bye. 
Mother's Day: Love the idea of Ilya telling all the moms and mom figures to "be banished" so he can spoil them via food and mimosas. Food for his mama, for Sveta, something Yuna likes and even something the twins like because he celebrates ALL the women in his family for Mother's Day. 
It was so important to me that Yuna just immediately wanted to know Svetlana. Svetlana trying to smooth any awkwardness and maybe keep the focus off her and on Shane to avoid any uncomfortable questions or discussions, but Yuna is like, no, I want to know you. We always wanted more kids and now ilya and the twins are here and now YOU are here, I want to get to know you. She spent so much time worrying about losing Shane, she's not about to give up even a single minute of happiness and togetherness with the family her son is building. 
Bonus: Ilya being a 1D Boyband truther. Love that journey for him and for Sveta who was treated to expensive tickets and fun trips and probably backstage passes because Ilya 100% loves them. 
If you made it this far, thanks for letting me yap and trust me, I could have yapped more. 
COMING UP: Some Ilya-centric feels as they start counting down to the Russia trip (boooooo).






      

  












      Chapter 28: The Long Game (is simple, i love you)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: Angstier than I intended, stay with me.

Content Warning: Living in Ilya's head for a while but don't worry, Shane's got him.

Content Warning: They do be (using their bodies as therapy tools holla) nekkid.

Content Warning: EMOTIONS.

Forgive any extra typos, I (mostly) wrote this during a whirlwind few days hanging out with DC Montbonne and finished editing it while crying into a diet coke at the airport.








  
Late May
 
“Here.” Shane handed Ilya a photo of from Nadya’s choir concert. Mariya had both arms around her sister and was cheesing hard, her wild curls and wide smile only half as bright as the sheer pride in her green eyes as she hugged her twin. Nadya’s smile was just as goofy, her curls just as adorably askew, the songbird stuffie from Coach held in one hand, her other arm strangled around Mariya’s neck hugging her sister in as close as she could. "I already filled this one out."
 
“Spasibo, malysh.” Ilya checked the back of the photo, tapping his index finger over each line of neatly printed information. The date, the time, the place. Shane had written the girls names and ages, what song Nadya sang for her solo, that they’d gone for ice cream together after the performance. “You are good at this.” 
 
“Just want to make sure I’m doing it right.” The photo went into the album, and Shane handed over the next one, a snapshot of he and Ilya kissing while holding the Trivia Titan trophy. “Here. This one is–” 
 
*brrrrrring brrrrrring* Ilya’s phone rang on the table, and Shane stopped. “Do you need to get that?” 
 
“No. Give.” Ilya held out his hand for the picture. “This is a good picture. We should frame it, put it on the wall with the girls growing up pictures, yes?” 
 
“I dunno.” Shane scooted over on the couch, rubbing his cheek at Ilya’s shoulder before snaking his hand under Ilya’s arm and plucking the picture away to inspect it. “I feel like one of us smiling would be better for the front hall.” 
 
“We are smiling in this one.” Ilya insisted, pointing to where Shane was very obviously grinning beneath a smooshed in kiss. “Look. See? We are so happy.” 
 
“We are very happy.” Shane cuddled a little closer. “But–” 
 
*brrrrrring brrrrrring* Ilya’s phone rang again. He silenced it with a quick press at the side buttons, “But what, Shanychka? Look. You are smiling. I am smiling. Is a good picture.” 
 
“Who’s calling you?” 
 
“Nobody. But yes, fine. Give me other picture from trivia night, one where we are only smiling, not kissing.” Ilya doubled checked Shane’s writing on the back of the picture, reading and re reading the line about it being their coming out night before securing it in the photo album. “This one we will add to the hallway for family pictures?” 
 
*buzzzzz buzzzzz buzzzzz*
 
“Ilya.” Shane sat back, exasperated at the repeated interruptions. “Either answer real quick so this person cuts it out, or turn it all the way silent. Is it spam calls?"
 
"No." Ilya grabbed his phone off the table and shoved it into his pocket. “There, see? Is no one. Phone is gone, no one is calling me.”
 
The muscle in his jaw jumped as he wrapped an arm at Shane’s waist, tugging him into his side and making a valiant effort to sound like he wasn’t wound tight stressed enough to snap. “You are too far away from me, putting pictures in albums means you should be in my lap, I think.” 
 
“I feel like we won’t get anything done if I’m in your lap.” Shane teased, and Ilya relaxed a tiny fraction, “Da, ya znayu, but was worth asking. Okay. Do you want trophy picture in the hall, or–?” 
 
*buzzzzz buzzzzz buzzzzz* Ilya’s phone vibrated in his pocket, the sustained buzz too noticeable to be ignored, the immediate tense of Ilya’s body and audible hitch in his breath too loud for Shane to just let it go. 
 
“Ilya. Hey.” Shane leaned forward on the couch, angling his head trying to catch Ilya’s gaze, abruptly more concerned about Ilya's reaction than he was annoyed by the multiple calls. “Who the hell’s calling you?
 
*buzzzzz buzzzzz buzzzzz*
 
“Damn it.” Ilya cursed in English, then again in Russian, fumbling for his phone and cursing again at the name flashing across the screen. “I will be right back.” 
 
“It's okay. Baby. Hey, it’s fine.” Shane grabbed Ilya’s hand when he jolted up from the couch. “I don’t care if you answer it in front of me. Even if it’s a Russian call. But you’re kind of freaking me out being so weird about this, so–” 
 
“Do not freak out.” Ilya gave him a quick, hard kiss. “Stay. I will be right back.” 
 
“Yeah, I'll be here." Shane's lips tingled after the rushed, almost bruising kiss. "It's okay. Take your time, it's whatever."
 
It wasn’t whatever, Ilya ignoring half a dozen call from an out of country number then rushing out of the room to take the call wasn't anything close to whatever, but Ilya had asked him to stay so Shane stayed and put his questions aside to go back to sorting pictures.
 
He arranged each photo by date, flipping each one over and painstakingly filling in the back with rows of information. Names and ages and dates. Locations and events. Important identifiers like First Family Dinner at Cabin, or First Twin Picture with David and Yuna. There were pictures from Mother's Day Brunch of the girls and Sveta in their matching outfits, Granny Alicia happily splitting a chocolate chip cookie with the twins, Yuna and David and Shane, a very candid and slightly blurry photo that Shane sort of loved where Yuna had her head back laughing out loud while Ilya was bent forward comically concentrating as he added the tiniest drop of orange juice to an over full glass of champagne.
 
The repeated phone calls, Ilya’s stress, and the out-of-the–blue shift from the casually fun moment to palpable tension wasn’t whatever, but Shane stayed put on the couch and kept tagging pictures to add to the album and didn’t let himself worry. 
 
Ilya would come back, they’d talk about it, it was fine. 
 
“Sorry.” Ilya was back after a few minutes, dropping onto the couch with a heavy sigh and fussing with his necklace, with his earlobe, rubbing the bridge of his nose and sniffing. Sorry. Where were we?"
 
“You okay?” Shane tapped his socked foot at the top of Ilya’s bare toes. “Everything okay?” 
 
“Yes, I am fine.” Ilya fussed with his necklace. His earlobe. Rubbed the bridge of his nose and sniffed. “Everything is okay. What picture are you on? This stack, I need to double check?” 
 
He picked up the pile of photos Shane had filled out. “This one is cute, the girls and Sveta. And this one of your parents. Does Yuna print photos, too? For the Montreal house, or maybe their lake house, we should give her--” 
 
“Ilya.” Shane interrupted, soft soft and careful covering Ilya’s hand to stop the nervous pat pat pat of the picture edge against Ilya’s palm. “That was a Russian number on your phone, right? Is something going on with the summer trip?"  
 
“Is ah–” Ilya snapped his fingers a few times impatient. “Logistical things. Scheduling meetings with lawyers for the trust. Nothing to stress about. Nothing worth interrupting our day.” 
 
“Sure seems like you’re stressed about it.” Shane picked up another picture and his pen to fill out the back. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
“Yes. It would be very helpful if we hurried up and finished these.” Ilya gestured to the stack of May 2025 photos still waiting to be sorted, tagged, and put into the photo album. “So I can fuck you over the side of the bed before is time to go get the girls. from school.” 
 
“Well then, quit taking weird phone calls and stick around to help.” Shane leaned in to kiss him, “So we can get to the over the bed stuff faster.” 
 
…Ilya didn’t kiss him back. 
 
Shane pursed his lips and leaned in for a kiss, smiling and teasing trying to ease the tense lines set into Ilya’s gorgeous mouth, and for a few seconds one-two-three pause, Ilya didn’t kiss him back. 
 
Then, “Moy koala, always so needy.” Ilya hummed against Shane’s lips and took the kiss over devouring him, his big hand spread at Shane’s throat, then holding at his chin, fingers sweeping up Shane’s cheek to tangle in his hair and use the leverage to drag him in a half inch tighter. “Mabe I will change my mind and fuck you first, right here on the couch, yes?” 
 
“Mmm, maybe you should.” Shane’s legs fell open ready when Ilya coaxed him stretching out longways onto the couch and followed him over into the cushions until they were tangled together with Ilya immediately trying to get his hands both up under Shane's shirt and down into his pants.
 
“C’mere, c’mere, c’mere.” Shane almost forgot about Ilya hesitating to kiss him back, almost dismissed the disconcerting one-two-three pause when Ilya’s head had been far away from the attempted kiss. Ilya blanketed himself heavy over Shane's body, fully present and holding on tight, and Shane arched into the sting of teeth at his throat, bucked into the weight of Ilya’s hand over the fasten of his pants and almost managed to move right on from the first and only time he could ever recall Ilya hesitating into a kiss. 
 
But. 
 
*buzzzzz buzzzzz buzzzzz*
 
“Sorry, sorry, I forgot to turn it off.” Ilya’s phone buzzed from the side table, rattling across the hard surface and vibrating against their drink glasses. “Sorry, Shanychka. I didn’t mean to–” 
 
“Baby.” Shane bracketed his knees on either side of Ilya’s body, caging him in so Ilya wouldn’t lift off him too fast and go all quiet stressed again. He propped up on his elbows and waited until Ilya met his eyes before promising, “I’m here, okay? Whatever’s going on. It's okay."
 
“I know.” Ilya’s blue eyes flickered briefly dark before he offered a quick, tight smile. “I know. And thank you. Spasibo.” He lay back down to cover Shane in a long kiss. “But is okay. I’m fine. Promise.” 
 
His phone rang again. Buzzing, rattling, vibrating, interrupting. 
 
“I’m-- I'm fine.” Ilya dropped his head into the curve of Shane’s shoulder and slid his arms under Shane’s shoulder to pull him into a tight hug, trying to convince himself just as much as he was trying to convince Shane." “Everything is okay.” 
 
…Everything didn’t seem okay. 
 
Pictures went fine, the promised over the side of the bed stuff was as immensely satisfying as always and when Ilya left to get the girls, he kissed Shane like the taste of Shane’s lips was perfect and like he was already counting down to the next time they got to see each other. 
 
When Shane called that night, Ilya was talkative and comfortingly snarky. They met for breakfast at Jacob’s Place the next morning and Ilya’s phone didn’t ring or buzz or light up with notifications even once. He didn’t hesitate to hold Shane’s hand over the table, there was no stomach churningly uncertain pause before their good-bye kiss, and when Shane checked checked double checked in just to be sure Ilya was okay because the day before had been so weird, Ilya kissed the tips of Shane’s fingers, the center of his palm and set Shane’s hand over his heart to promise, “Shanychka, moya lyubov’, vyso v poryadke. Everything is okay.” 
 
…But everything didn’t seem okay. 
 
“Alicia, what is this?” Ilya spread the drafted summer schedules out on his desk and jabbed his finger at a conspicuously over staffed few hours on the first Thursday he would be gone, “Why is there so many people? I thought we were trained, we will not need an oversized staff all summer, who are you worried about? Who is not up to par with training and needs more help before I leave? I will have to add to my list of to-dos and make sure is okay before I go."
 
“Ilya, that’s a staff meeting and hands on training hour.” Unruffled by his uncharacteristic intensity, Alicia peered over his shoulder and pointed to the identical marked out, over staffed time blocks every Thursday for the month Ilya planned to be in Russia. “Usually we do it on Mondays, but weekends are brutal in the summer, so I thought a Thursday staff meeting to prepare, then some training to make sure all the new staff can handle the rush would be best."
 
“Ah.” Ilya set his jaw and nodded. “Yes. Okay. That is a good plan.” 
 
“I know it’s a good plan.” Alicia thwapped him on the arm. “Don’t know why you’re so loud about it all the sudden. I run this bakery every summer when you’re gone, don’t start acting like I don’t know my business.” 
 
“No, I know.” Tense. Ilya ran his hands through his hair, then shook them out anxiously. “I ah– I know. Sorry.” 
 
“You okay, hon?” Alicia looked at the mess on Ilya’s desk, the printed out schedules, the half filled inventory lists, the scribbled on summer menu he’d already approved once, re-edited and re-approved and was apparently partway through re-editing and re-approving for a third time. “You’re always nervous to get to Russia, but you seem extra tangled up about it this year.” 
 
“You’re worried about leaving Coach, huh?" she clicked her tongue sympathetically. "Hard to be apart when you’re newlyweds?” 
 
“We are not newlyweds, Alicia.” They weren’t newlyweds or anything even close to it, but the words still stung, the reminder that they had to wait until after Russia to talk about moving forward things stung. “And I am only gone four weeks this summer, less time than usual. There is no reason for me to be stressed. I am fine.” 
 
“You’re fine, huh?” Alicia looked him up and down, from the lines creased into the corner of his eyes to the recently seemingly permanent downturn to his lips. “Who are you trying to convince, kiddo. Me or you?” 
 
And as she bustled her way out of the office, “You should do something about that newlywed thing, you know! Any more’a you and the Coach carrying on, and the gals at church are gonna get downright disapproving of that level of PDA outside of holy matrimony!” 
 
“Alicia, you have not darkened the doors of a church in years.” Ilya tried to smile for the never patient, but always unfailingly loyal woman. “Do not pretend you know the church gossip.” 
 
“The gals who gossip at church on Sunday are the same ones who gossip at the Bingo hall on Mondays, I know all the rumours in this town!” she flung back as she headed for the front counter. “Do something about it, love.” 
 
“Bozhe moy, I am trying.” Ilya stared morosely down at the schedule that made absolutely perfect sense, but had inexplicably frayed his nerves right to the breaking point. “I am trying.” 
 
From Jane: How’s the schedule thing going? You said Alicia messed it up? 
 
From Jane: I feel like she’d beat you with a rolling pin for suggesting she messed anything up. 
 
From Lily: Was my mistake. Alicia’s schedule works for the summer. 
 
From Lily: Don’t worry, everything is fine. 
 
*****
 
June 
 
“Okay. We are all tucked in.” Ilya covered Nadya’s feet with a light blanket so her feet didn’t get cold, then dutifully pivoted to check on Mariya, tugging her hilariously striped knee high socks up her leg all the way snug so they wouldn’t come off during the night. “Everyone has stuffies?” 
 
“Da, Daddy.” Mariya snuggled in with Boris the Tiger, and Ilya clicked his tongue at Nadya, “Nadyushka, you cannot sleep with Blitzen around your neck, you will be strangled.” 
 
“B-But he’s a ssssloth.” Nadya frowned, but lifted her head so Ilya could undo the velcro on stuffed sloth's paws from around her neck. “He h-has to hug me. He h-has to.” 
 
“Sloth hugs are only for the daytime.” Ilya tucked the adorably ugly thing next to Nadya and lifted the satin edge of her hair bonnet to plonk a kiss on her forehead. “Goodnight, my angel. I love you and Mama loves you.” 
 
“Y-Ya tebya lyublyu, Daddy.” 
 
“Sweet dreams, my Masha.” Ilya pulled the blankets a little higher to Mariya’s shoulders and kissed her forehead as well. “I love you and Mama loves you.” 
 
“Night, Daddy.” 
 
Ilya set the timer on their panda lamp, checked the nightlight in the upstairs bathroom, then pulled the door mostly closed behind him and headed back downstairs. 
 
“Everyone asleep?” Shane was pressing start on a dish washing cycle when Ilya made it to the kitchen, and he wiped his hands on a kitchen towel with a quick smile. “How did reading time go, do they like the new story?” 
 
“Masha thinks she would be Queen of Lost Boys, and Nadya thinks Tinkerbell is the hero of the story.” Ilya crossed the kitchen in a few big steps and pulled Shane into a kiss, fitting his hands at Shane’s sides and groaning appreciatively when Shane pressed in to kiss him back. “Mmmm but they are not asleep yet, so--" 
 
-- oh fuck, Shane was warm. 
 
Ilya had planned to tease something about how they’d need to be quiet, how Shane would have to be a good boy and keep Ilya’s fingers in his mouth so they didn’t wake the girls and have an awkward conversation about why someone was shouting and probably needed to put several dollars in the swear jar. 
 
They hadn’t planned for a weekday sleepover, but dinner had gone late and the weather was awful, an early summer rainstorm clouding the night sky dark and whipping the wind sideways. The roads were slick and dangerous, and the drive to the cabin so goddamn long that a sleepover had been a quickly justified and agreed upon decision, and Ilya had every intention of taking full advantage of getting an unexpected night with Shane in his arms and in his bed— 
 
—but oh fuck, Shane was warm. He stepped right into Ilya’s space and fit in against his body, held on tight and held Ilya close, he was strong and solid and steady and quite suddenly, Ilya was fucking exhausted. 
 
It was too much, thinking about Russia and stressing about Russia and trying to make all the regular plans for Russia while finding the time to make additional other sort of secret plans for Russia was too much. Ilya’s head hurt all the time, there were too many things swirling round his mind and making noise behind his temples, he was weary of it and still had almost three weeks to go before he got to Russia and could even start to implement any of it, fuck.
 
Shane kissed him steady and strong and so goddamn warm, Ilya closed his eyes and thought maybe it’d be nice to just fall into bed and let Shane hold him all night. Maybe he’d be the little spoon. Maybe he’d be the koala bear wound around Shane’s solid frame, grabby and needy and tucked in tight so he could rest a while and maybe get some actual sleep— Jesus Christ, Ilya hadn’t had a full nights sleep in weeks, it was starting to wear on him. 
 
“I can be quiet if you can be quiet.” Shane murmured into his ear, and Ilya dragged himself from the mental spiral and edge of fatigue in time to catch the coyly whispered suggestion, his body stirring towards attentive when Shane’s big hands palmed over his ass then slipped under his waistband to slide purposefully down the back of his pants.
 
“C’mere.” Shane rolled his hips forward coaxingly, deepening the kiss leisurely wet until Ilya groaned and nodded, clutching Shane up tighter as his melancholy, fatigued thoughts rebounded from the simple comfort of being held by Shane to the much more distracting and instantly gratifying option of being held buried cumming inside Shane. 
 
And, “Fuck.” Shane gasped when Ilya yanked him in and crushed their mouths together, the surprised noise muffled beneath the push of Ilya’s tongue past his lips to lick into his mouth. “Yeah, baby. Come on.” 
 
Shane went willingly when Ilya pushed at him, propelling him backwards down the hallway towards the bedroom. Their feet got tangled up, knees knocking and kisses clumsy as they stumbled tripping over each other’s feet, trading off grabbing and groping so one or the other put a hand out to keep from banging too hard into the wall. 
 
Shane took over the kiss once they reached the bedroom door, planting his hands at Ilya’s chest and shoving him pinning him to the door frame to suck at Ilya’s earlobe and press hard kisses down Ilya’s throat. They very nearly lost a picture from the wall, very nearly knocked it right off its hangar when Ilya flailed his hand out grasping for balance when the heat of Shane’s mouth at his throat and the busy direction of Shane’s hands yanking at his pants tilted his whole world sideways. 
 
“How can I have you?” Shane surged back up for a sucking, biting kiss, dragging his teeth at Ilya’s bottom lip as he fumbled getting Ilya’s zipper open. “How do you want me?” 
 
“Every way.” Ilya pushed off the doorframe and pushed Shane through the doorway so he could close and lock it with a quick twist. “Moy lyubimyy, I want you every way, you can have me,” the seams of his shirt strained as he stretched it over his shoulders and tossed it away. “Any way you want.” 
 
“God.” Shane ran the flat of his hand up the bulk of Ilya’s bare chest, digging his fingers in until the skin dimpled and he could feel the shift of muscle bracing beneath the pressure. “You say it like that and I almost want—” 
 
He swallowed, licking his lips as his fingers caught at the gold chain around Ilya’s neck. “It almost sounds like you’d let me—” 
 
“I would.” Ilya’s head fell back, a curse catching in his throat as Shane fit his other hand into his pants, cupping him through his briefs and grinding the heel of his hand into him with steady, coaxing pressure. “Fuck. I would let you do anything to me, sweetheart. Vsyo dlya tebya.”
 
“I know that one.” Shane sounded half dazed stroking at Ilya, his low voice dropping hoarse as the thick length twitched under his fingers. “That’s um– that’s what you say when you promise me whatever I want. Anything. Everything.” 
 
“Da. Yes.”  The words were strained, need coiling tight in Ilya’s gut. He needed to get out of his head and stop stressing, he needed Shane’s mouth and hands and strength to cut through the building noise of Russia and hush it all for a little bit, Ilya needed—
 
His phone was in his pants pocket, the ringer on loud, the interruption to their intimate moment shrill and and sharp and shattering. 
 
“Fuck.” Shane yanked his hand out of Ilya’s pants when the disconcerting buzz and unexpected clamor startled him. “Fuck. What–? Why is your phone up so loud!” 
 
The name on the screen was one that only showed up in a few photographs in Ilya’s albums, but was written and stamped far too many times on the trust paperwork in Ilya's desk. The letters were cyrillic but unfortunately familiar, and Shane's heart sank when Ilya’s lust blown blue eyes cleared frustratingly coherent, then darkened in immediate stress.
 
“It's Alexei, right?" He realized. "Your brother’s calling? Is this about the Russia trip?” 
 
“It does not matter. And sorry, I keep my phone on do not disturb after nine o’clock.” Ilya silenced the call with a harsh click and set it on the dresser. “Only you and Sveta and the girls number comes through on the first try and only Alexei,” his lips curled over the name like a curse, “if he calls a lot in a few minutes.” 
 
“Well it rang.” Shane gestured to the phone. “The call came through. Is it an emergency? It must be an emergency.” 
 
“No, he can wait. Come here again.” Ilya clung to the last few ribbons of heat in his body, dug deep for the arousal that Shane so easily sparked but the call from Alexei had so quickly extinguished. “Come here and I will do that thing with my tongue that you like.” 
 
“I like all the things you do with your tongue.” Shane’s smile was indulgent, his glance at the phone apprehensive, but his hand warm and arms open welcoming when Ilya pulled him back in. “But if we’re getting specific, I think you should do the–” 
 
The phone rang. Buzzing, vibrating, jingle jangle jarring as Alexei called back several times in quick succession to get through the Do Not Disturb block on Ilya’s phone. 
 
“Shit.” Ilya swore and Shane backed up a few steps, his hands on his hips as he blew out a short breath. “Answer it.” 
 
“Shane–” 
 
“You either gotta answer it and deal with it right now so we can have a quiet night, or turn it all the way off and then stress all night knowing you’ll have a ton of missed calls and messages waiting when we wake up.” Shane waved him off. “It’s fine. Go call him back. I need a minute to use the bathroom anyway.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya agreed reluctantly. Shane was right, of course. Taking Alexei’s call was the very last thing Ilya wanted to do when only a minute before Shane had been melting in his arms whispering like he was ready to take Ilya up on the offer of anything, but ignoring Alexei’s call would only give Ilya a few hours of mental reprieve before his mind came back online and his anxiety kicked back in full force and the following day started off miserable. 
 
“Okay.” He said again, lips twisting apologetically. “Two minutes.” 
 
Two minutes, because it was all he could stomach of Alexei ever, but especially lately. Two minutes, because any longer and Ilya thought he might actually collapse into the shadows that had been lurking growing looming darker in his subconscious every day closer to Russia. 
 
“Two minutes.” he promised halfheartedly, and Shane tapped his lips twice, promising whole heartedly, “I’ll be here. Don’t worry. We can pick up right where we left off. Or you know.” 
 
Shane hooked his thumbs in his pants and pushed them off his hips, waggling his eyebrows when Ilya made a helpless, hungry noise. “Maybe we’ll skip a few steps and get right to the good stuff. Two minutes?” 
 
“Two minutes. Yes.” Ilya’s eyes dropped to the gorgeous round of Shane’s ass as he walked to the bathroom, taking his shirt off as he went. “Fuck, Hollander.” 
 
“See you in a few, Rozanov.” 
 
Except.
 
“You are being selfish again! Only thinking of yourself! You have always been ready to run away and turn your back on your family and now you are finally doing it!”
 
Alexei was furious. He was maybe terrified, but definitely pissed off and all together loud about it yelling in Ilya’s ear the same way he’d been yelling in Ilya’s ear for the past two weeks after Ilya accidentally slipped up and mentioned making changes to his niece’s trust.
 
Ilya hadn’t meant to clue Alexei in to anything he was considering for the future handling of his Russian affairs, but a conversation about scheduling lawyer meetings and arranging perfunctory family visits had first escalated into guilt tripping, and then morphed into the same tiresome power struggle between the younger, wealthier brother and the oldest brother who had never managed to accomplish anything. 
 
Alexei was bitter about the consequences of his own stupid life choices, felt emasculated by the constant reminders of Ilya’s wealth, influence and success, and any affection he might have held for his little brother had long been twisted into fury by an internal, eternal victim complex. 
 
Usually what was left of their relationship was held stable by way of extremely limited contact during the winter and only enough in person meetings during the summer to assuage Ilya’s deep seated sense of familial duty and Alexei’s wildly misplaced sense of entitlement, but this year was different. 
 
Money was tight and the economy strained because of the war, and Alexei’s demands for access to the trust fund had tripled both in frequency and in vehemence. Ilya had very little patience for his brother anyway, but this winter when Shane had occupied so much room in his mind and heart, in his arms and in his bed, Ilya had been less communicative about his plans, less gracious in his tolerance for Alexei’s bullshit, and unable to hide it. Even though Alexei didn’t know about Shane or know half of anything about Ilya’s life in Montbonne at all, he'd picked up on Ilya’s shift in priorities and been abruptly offended by being knocked to a spot of lower importance, then let his offence be known by way of shouted, verbal abuse any chance he got. 
 
Then, worse. Ilya had slipped up. Halfway through an endlessly frustrating conversation, Ilya had burst out that some things wouldn’t be his problem anymore because when he came to Russia, he would be sitting down and changing them. He’d broken his own rule about shouting, and snapped yelling at his brother to see how easy it was to be greedy with a team of lawyers every time he wanted to steal from his daughter’s future. 
 
And now-- Christ. Now, Alexei was blowing up his phone trying to get specifics, screaming abuse trying to intimidate and cow Ilya the way he used to, his fear and deep seated resentment spilling out ugly as the life he was used to was set to be upended and Alexei had no idea what that meant or how he would cope with the fall out. Ilya couldn’t block him until everything was taken care of, and that couldn’t happen until after Russia and fuck fuck fuck, Ilya wasn’t even in Russia yet, nothing had even been set in stone yet, and it was already out of control keeping him up at night and ruining his days.
 
It almost wasn’t worth it. The same voice in Ilya’s head that promised he’d end up like his Mama and threatened he’d end up like his Papa kept whispering it wasn’t worth it, that the stress of upsetting the established normal of the last ten years wasn’t worth it, he should just live with the decisions he’d made all those years ago and keep the peace until his niece was eighteen and Sveta’s Papa passed and he could make a clean break from Russia without all the mess and fuss. 
 
But. 
 
“Shane.” 
 
“Hey, welcome back.” Shane sat up in bed and made grabby hands for him when Ilya finally made it back to the bedroom. The blankets were folded neatly down at the end of the bed and Shane was obviously naked under the sheets, so Ilya closed and locked the door, then leaned against it with his arms folded and gave himself a minute just to look. 
 
Shane was gorgeous. Perfect. Freckles and beauty marks and scars, he was fucking flawless. Ilya’s eyes drifted over the expanse of Shane’s chest, from his thick arms to his shoulders broad enough to make the headboard look small. His gaze dropped to the tuck of Shane’s waist, the little rolls and tempting creases at his stomach, the shadow of dark hair below his navel and the sheets pooling low on Shane’s lap, pulling over his thighs and the bulk of his cock against his leg. 
 
“Blyat, ty takoy krasivyy.” Ilya scratched his fingers through the stubble on his jaw, then pinched at his earlobe with a tired sigh. “You are beautiful, Shanychka. Too much for me, sometimes.” 
 
“Whoa, wait.” Shane’s smile dipped at the edges when he clocked the weariness in Ilya’s voice and the habitual, anxious fidgets. “Are you okay? What did Alexei want? Do you wanna talk about it, or–” 
 
“Is okay if we just sleep tonight?” Ilya was tired. Exhausted. Worn out right down to his bones and aching with it, his jaw sore from grinding his teeth, his eyes stinging and throat dry. “I just want to– I ah–” 
 
He flapped his hand weakly towards the bed. “Is okay if I just hold you? Or maybe–” please. “--maybe you will hold me for the night. I need–” 
 
“Come here.” Shane pushed the sheet down immediately, wholly unabashed in his nakedness as he spread his legs and motioned Ilya in. “You wanna be right here?”
 
“Yes. Very much yes.” Ilya very much yes wanted to be notched between Shane’s legs and held in a full body hug. He stripped out of his clothes but left his underwear on and climbed up the bed, dragging the blanket with him until he could pillow his head in the soft give of Shane’s stomach and pull the blankets over his shoulders and over Shane’s waist. 
 
“Here, I got it.” Shane took over messing with the blanket, smoothing it at Ilya’s shoulders and tucking it in so they were cocooned together. “How’s that?” 
 
“So good.” Ilya mumbled with a tired kiss at Shane’s stomach. “Thank you.”  
 
“Okay.” Shane put both hands in Ilya’s hair, scratching at his scalp and combing through the tangled curls. “We’re good here, I got you.” 
 
“If I am too heavy–?” 
 
“No.” A quick tug at his hair. “You’re fine.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya closed his eyes, sighing out slowly. “Sorry for–” 
 
“Stop.” Another tug, that one a little harder, and if Ilya could have gotten free of the mess in his head, he would have enjoyed the sharp pull that tethered down deep into his gut like a command.
 
If he’d had the mental emotional physical energy to muster even a few syllables, Ilya would have asked if the curious, almost hungry flare in Shane’s dark eyes when he said anything and everything was something Shane as willing to try because sometimes Ilya thought—
 
—sometimes Ilya needed—
 
“I’ve got you, okay?” Shane went back to petting through Ilya’s hair, massaging down his neck and rubbing at his shoulders. “Get some rest and we can talk in the morning. Or not. If you don’t want to. It’s fine though. We’re good here. I promise.” 
 
We’re good here.
 
Ilya didn’t have the energy to ask for anything, but Shane holding him in the anxious too tense countdown to Russia was more than he’d let himself hope for a very long time now, so okay. 
 
Okay. 
 
No matter how bad the days were, no matter how the countdown to Russia had him smoking too much and grinding his jaw and pacing the floors dreading the sound of a fucking phone call, this year was better than every other year before because this year Shane was holding him in the anxious too tense before and would be waiting for him in the uncertain, still too far away aftermath. 
 
Ilya just had to make it a few more weeks unti leaving, and then a few more weeks until coming back and then it would all be fine. 
 
He would make sure that everything would work out fine. 
 
****
 
From Lily: Come over. 
 
From Jane: Can’t, I’m on the way to the dentist.
 
From Lily: Come over after. I will make up for last night. We can role play patient with a day full of Dr appts and next is going to see throat doctor.
 
From Jane: Throat doctor? 
 
From Lily: Open wide and say ahhhhhh.
 
From Jane: Yikes. 
 
From Lily: Not yikes. Inventive and romantic role play. 
 
From Jane: You are the Neediest Nellie.
 
From Lily: And most Pathetic Polly. Yes. I do not care. Come home. 
 
From Jane: So will you stop being like this after we move in together, or…?
 
From Lily: I will be worse. Sucker fish. Octopus. Boa constrictor. Like an anaconda and you have the buns I want. 
 
From Jane: Quoting Six Mix a Lot? 
 
From Lily: One of the great poets of our times. 
 
From Jane: Obviously. 
 
From Jane: You doing okay? Last night was kind of crazy.  
 
From Lily: Yes, of course I am fine. Come over and I will fix last night, will dick you into the stars the right way. No distractions.
 
From Jane: I’m not worried about missing a night of sex, Ilya. I’m worried about you. I’m serious. 
 
From Lily: Me too. I am fine. 
 
*****
 
On Tuesday, Shane let himself into the bakery via the back door and the key under the planter box. He tried the door knob for the apartment stairs, but wasn’t surprised to find it locked. Ilya had mentioned a day of paperwork at the bakery and Shane hadn’t really thought Ilya would be ensconced in the cozy apartment filling out forms or inventory lists or whatever else went into organizing the files of a super successful bakery planter, but he’d sort of hoped. 
 
Unannounced visits to the bakery during working hours was still a fairly new thing for them, something Shane was still getting used to risking, and Ilya being upstairs in the apartment and therefore out of sight and out of mind of the gossipy bakery employees was much preferred to Shane having to awkwardly wave and smile his way through half a dozen greetings with everyone who now definitely knew he was only there to canoodle their boss. 
 
“Hullo, love!” Alicia spotted Shane right away, waving in his direction when he attempted a discrete peek around the corner to see if Ilya was at the big bake table. “Ilya’s in the office, has been all morning. Busy as hell and cranky about it, too. C’mere and get a sandwich before you go see him.” 
 
“Oh uh.” Shane shuffled out from around the corner, his thumbs stuck in his pants pockets self consciously. “I don’t need a sandwich?” 
 
“Coach, we all know there’s only two reasons you come around here.” Alicia countered cheerfully, and much to Shane’s everlasting chagrin, Brylie and one of the other front counter girls laughed in quick agreement. 
 
“You come here cos you need food,” Alicia cut through a towering sandwich piled high with meat, cheese and layers of vegetables and wrapped both halves in quick sheet of butcher paper. “And you want a treat. Now, I am happy to provide the food,” she held out the sandwich for him and winked, “But you’ll have to talk to the bossman about the treat, huh?” 
 
“Um. Thank you.” Shane took the sandwich. “And maybe you don’t wink at me while saying treat anymore?” 
 
“Honestly now, I don’t know how you ended up so shy and reserved.” Alicia scooped up a paper bag full of the bakery’s homemade chips and shoved it into Shane’s hands too. “I met your parents when they were here for lunch over your birthday, and the way those two sweet talk each other is–” 
 
“I’m gonna go.” Shane interrupted loudly. “Thank you for the sandwich!” 
 
“You’re welcome.” Alicia chuckled watching Shane hurry towards the office, then told Brylie, “They sure are cute together, hm?” 
 
“Oh yeah.” Brylie tucked a new sandwich pick up order on the board. “Me and all the other super single girls in Montbonne are just thrilled that we finally got a hot bachelor in town and my boss somehow had him snatched up before we even had a chance. Absolutely thrilled.” 
 
She watched Shane grab a couple drinks from the little fridge beneath the bake table. “He does make Mr. Rozanov happy though. Hopefully Coach Hollander can get through whatever mood he’s been in lately. I used to think he loved this place, but lately he’s mad all the time and the swear jar hasn’t been this full in ages.” 
 
“Hm. Well.” Alicia eyed the nearly over flowing swear jar critically. “We’ve all just got to get through these next few weeks and then through July. Once July is over and Ilya is home from Russia, I’m sure things will go back to normal around here.” 
 
“I hope so.” Brylie went back to the front counter to answer the phone as someone else called in about a sandwich order. “Cos good golly is he cranky lately.” 
 
Down the hall, Shane knocked at the closed office door and hoped the sound of a rapid fire Russian conversation coming from the other side wasn’t an indication of how Ilya’s day was going. 
 
“Ilya.” He knocked one more time, then tried the knob. “Hey, it’s just me.” 
 
“Privet, solnyshko.” Ilya paused his conversation immediately, muting the call and waving Shane in with a tired, but earnest smile. “Hi.” 
 
“Hi. I won’t stay if you’re busy, but I’ve got lunch from Alicia and a drink.” The call was muted, but Shane still whispered as he set the wrapped sandwich on the corner of the cluttered desk, then cracked the lid on a bottle of juice and handed it to Ilya. “This was the only flavor you had left in the fridge, sorry.” 
 
Ilya looked down at his open bottle, then back up at Shane with a curious lift to his eyebrow, and Shane flicked him in the ear, “Yeah, that was weird for me too. But I guess it's not gonna kill me to open my own drink and your drink every once in a while.” 
 
Ilya caught Shane’s hand and tugged him back for a quick kiss, “Spasibo, Shanychka.” then un-muted the call when the speaker on the end paused. “Da, I am still here.” 
 
He motioned for Shane to sit and eat, mouthed a silent, “Sorry.” when the conversation got loud again, then mouthed a grateful, “Thank you.” when Shane settled in to the chair on the other side of the desk and picked up his half of the sandwich.
 
The paperwork on Ilya's desk all looked legal. Shane wasn’t actively trying to snoop and he didn’t read enough Russian to make heads or tails or anything significant, but he’d read, signed, and generated enough real estate contracts and brand endorsements over the years to recognize legalese when he saw it. 
 
Huh. 
 
“Hi, sweetheart. And I am sorry again.” Ilya finally hung up the call and immediately leaned over the desk to kiss Shane square on the mouth. “Did I miss your text about coming to bakery?” 
 
“No, I didn’t text.” Shane pushed the un eaten half of the sandwich over to Ilya. “I just wanted to see you.” 
 
“Thank you. I wanted to see you too.” Ilya took a tiny bite of his sandwich, but it curdled into the pit of anxiety in his stomach, so he set it back down with a grimace and picked up the juice to soothe the sting of acid at the back of his throat. 
 
“You are." Ilya rubbed at his forehead. “At the gym today? No, that is tomorrow. Today, you are..."
 
Fuck, his head hurt. The migraine was persistent  to the point of being chronic these days and Ilya rubbed his forehead, his temples, his ear as he tried to switch from thinking about Russia to thinking about their beautifully color coded family calendar and whatever Shane did on Tuesdays.
 
Ilya knew he’d looked at the calendar that morning, he just needed to focus and remember so Shane didn’t get that quiet sad look he never realized was so blisteringly obvious every time he thought Ilya’s priorities had shifted away from them and their family and their life together.
 
“Today you are—”
 
”Today I’m here seeing you.” Shane rushed to assure him when Ilya’s rugged features creased in frustration. “Nothing else going on. The rink is still shut down, I got some shit done at the cabin and came in to see you. That’s it.”
 
“Okay.” Ilya made an effort to unclench his jaw and smile. “Okay. I will take a break and clean up so we can—"
 
“Ilya, what’s going on?” Shane set his mostly finished sandwich aside. “What is all this, and why do you look like you’re gonna throw up if it doesn’t get better soon?”
 
“Is rude to tell someone they look sick.” Ilya frowned, tried to deflect by being playful, “I think I am very handsome in this shirt.”
 
“Yeah, you’re fucking hot, it drives me crazy.” Shane delivered the compliment bluntly, refusing to be dissuaded. “Tell me what’s going on. You don’t have to say all of it but tell me-" he gestured to the paperwork. “At least a little bit. Maybe I can help.”
 
“Shane—"
 
“If I can’t help, I can at least listen.” He cut in. “So come on.” Another gesture at Ilya’s desk. “Tell me what this is.”
 
Ilya swallowed, pinched his earlobe a few times then finally met Shane’s eyes and nodded, “Okay.”
 
“Okay.” Shane finished his water and folded his arms on the desk. “I’m listening.”
 
“This is my trust for the girls.” Ilya shuffled a stack of papers together and pushed it towards Shane. “This,” he set his hand on a different stack. “Is the trust for my niece. I told you this, I have money set aside for her."
 
“So your idiot brother doesn’t make his family  homeless with his bullshit.” Shane finished the sentence. “Yeah, I remember.” 
 
Ilya smiled the tiniest bit over the flare of protective anger in Shane’s voice. “Yes. So every year, I have to review it before Russia. When I played for Boston, I would review financials before the summer, I had to sign any changes, make Sveta sign for any changes too.”
 
“Why Sveta?” Shane skimmed through the first page of the trust. “I get why she signs everything now, but why was she signing everything back then?” 
 
“Because if I didn’t come back from Russia, everything went to her.” Ilya stated flatly. “That was back before my Papa burnt through his money cos he was sick, and Alexei was still working at least a little. If I didn’t come back from Russia, Sveta would get the bank accounts, the cars, her name was on my apartment so she could take care of breaking the lease. I had instructions for some money to go to charity, but mostly everything would switch to her.”
 
“You mean if something happened to you while you were in Russia.” Belatedly, Shane realized Ilya wasn’t talking about a situation like Vegas, where staying in Russia had been his decision. “You had Sveta on everything because your family didn’t need your money, and if-“ 
 
“And if I joined my Mama at the bottom of a bottle of pills, my brother and Papa would not get my money, yes.” The words were wooden, unflinchingly honest but worn out weary. “When I went to Russia to stay, it changed. I had to update my trust so the money would take care of my Papa through the end of his life. Then the girls came along, so I changed it again. Sveta and I married and divorced so I changed it again.” 
 
Ilya tapped his index finger at a table of contents for the trust that listed every addendum by year.  “Every year before Russia, I have to double check everything and when things change, I have to update. After this is updated, I will work on the one for my niece.” 
 
“Okay.” Shane had a trust too, stacks of paperwork signed and notarized so all of his properties, investments and bank accounts were taken care of in case the worst happened. He needed to update his list of properties to include the cabin, but Ilya's noted assets hadn’t changed for years, and he scanned the list curiously. “What changed this year that you have to update?”
 
“You.” Ilya said simply, and Shane’s head jerked up, his mouth falling open in surprise. “You are here, and is a very big change, so now I have to update.”
 
“Me?” No no no, Shane immediately shook his head no. “Ilya, I have my own money, and a lot of it. I don’t need yours. Save it for the girls."
 
”Is not about the money.” Ilya wished he had the energy to tease Shane about how his hair had flopped all over the place shaking his head that hard, or how wide Shane’s eyes had gone at the thought of taking money from Ilya, and therefore in Shane’s head, taking money away from the girls. 
 
“Is not about the money.” He repeated when Shane squinted at him skeptically. “You do not need my money, I know. But before,”
 
He waved over his shoulder signifying back before Shane came to Montbonne, before they’d figured their shit out and made it through monkhood, before Vegas and the relief of love confessions and the anticipation of soon and one day. 
 
“Before, if anything happened to me before the girls were grown, the instructions were to sell everything Montbonne.” He flipped through the pages until he found the one with Montbonne specific instructions. “The girls will go to Boston with Sveta, so everything Montbonne is liquidated and put into accounts for them for later. Sveta has money for them to live on, so Montbonne money would be for the future, School, houses, wedding, whatever.”
 
”It says here that Alicia can buy the bakery for a price that takes into account both market value and the calculated value of her contributions to,” Shane ran his finger under the words as he read aloud, “your business and your girls’ lives.” 
 
“Yes.”
 
”Okay but.” Shane turned the page over to keep reading that particularly unique paragraph, “How do you calculate the value of her contribution to her life? And who calculates that value?” 
 
“Sveta.” Ilya supplied, and Shane blinked, “Well yeah, but Svetlana considers Alicia family. She’s granny to the girls.” 
 
“Yes.” Ilya said again. “And Sveta will sell the bakery to Alicia for a price that accounts for her value in our lives.”
 
”So you’re giving Alicia the bakery.” Shane stated. “Or you’ll sell it to her for the cost of a coffee or something.” 
 
“Price of batch of cinnamon rolls is what Sveta and I agreed on.” Ilya cracked a tiny smile. “But only if Alicia wants. If she does not want the bakery, it will be sold and she will be paid a severance go into her retirement account.” 
 
“So what’s going to change?” Shane almost didn’t want to ask. From a purely practical standpoint, he really fucking appreciated Ilya being so on top of the trust paperwork. Ilya had money, properties, investments, a business— Shane understood and appreciated just how prepared Ilya was, how focused he was on always ensuring his girls were taken care of and the people who took care of his girls were set up too.
 
From an emotional standpoint, from the point of view of listening to the man he loved calmly talk through his plans if he got lost in the dark days and couldn’t find his way out again? Jesus fucking Christ, Shane didn’t want to know about it, he didn’t want to ask, he didn’t want a rundown of his part to play at some point after he buried Ilya. 
 
Fuck. 
 
“What um." Shane cleared his throat when his voice didn’t quite work. “What would change now that I’m around?” 
 
“I will put an option for you to take the house and bakery as investment properties. The trust could pay you as a property manager, and the rest of the money would go into accounts for the girls. More money in the long run as continuous rental instead of one big sale, and then if they want to keep it as vacation spots later on, is still available for them. ”
 
The unsigned, unapproved drafts for Ilya’s hopeful change to his trust were sitting in the top drawer of the desk. He left them there, watching closely as Shane’s face cycled through surprise, then grief and finally understanding, in quick succession. “Is just an option. You do not have to say yes. But I thought if you were still here, then the girls could keep a connection to Montbonne since this has been home for so long.”
 
”Holy shit.” Shane blinked. “You’d trust me with that? With managing the properties and the money for the girls?” 
 
“I trust you with everything.” Ilya confirmed, and Shane dropped back into his chair, rubbing at his mouth in shock. “And not just because of us. You know real estate, you know business, Yuna can help. Sveta would not have to worry about anything here, so she can focus only on girls. Is a smart decision to have you involved.” 
 
“Okay, but.” Shane hesitated. “What if I’m… living... in the house?” 
 
Ilya’s eyebrows rose, and Shane ran his tongue along the inside of his suddenly dry mouth and repeated, “What if this uh— what if we have a reason to deal with the trust,” fuck, he didn’t even want to think about it. “But I’m already living at East End. Would you want me to move out and rent it? Or—"
 
He cut his own thought off before it finished. “Nevermind, that doesn’t matter.”
 
”No?” Ilya asked carefully. Curiously. “Why doesn’t it matter?”
 
”Because if you’re gone,” breathe, “And the girls are in Boston with Sveta, I wouldn’t want to live at East End anymore anyway. So easy answer. I'd move out. Turn it into a rental property.” 
 
“Ah.” Oh Ilya loved that. Well no, he hated it, he hated the stomach churning reality of updating his trust before every trip to Russia, hated having to make plans for an eventual one day, and he really fucking hated tainting the hopeful anticipation of Shane moving in with the question of what Shane would do if Ilya was gone and the girls moved away. 
 
But oh, he loved Shane so calmly talking it through as if moving in was a given. LIke being together would be so happy, he wouldn’t be able to bear living at East End without Ilya. As if the girls not running amuck in the halls and spreading chaos in their goblin kingdom meant the house would lose everything that made it home.
 
“You do not have to answer right now.” Ilya got the conversation back on track, biting his tongue and forcefully mentally redirecting himself away from asking Shane to move in right then and there so they could get started on the rest of their lives together. “I am still finalizing a draft to send my lawyer. But think about it, please?” 
 
“You need an answer before you leave for Russia?” The answer was yes, but Shane wasn’t going to blurt it out. Of course he would step in and help manage things as a way to keep the girls connected to Montbonne and to him, but Ilya looked brittle, like he might crumble under the weight of even one more thing to process so Shane offered, “I’ll make some calls on my end, figure out what all I’d need other than a signature and maybe an official notice of intent or stated agreement for this, and we’ll get it taken care of before the end of the month. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
“I am not worried about it.” Ilya hedged. “But ah– I will need an answer by next Wednesday.” 
 
“Next Wednesday.” Shane echoed. “Why so soon? You don’t leave for Russia for another two and a half weeks.”
 
“My financial planner is in Boston.” Ilya tapped a pen on the desk, staccato and snappy and sharp. “Every year I go before leaving for Russian, we go a night early to the city, I have my appointment and then everything is in place before meeting with lawyers in Russia.”
 
”…okay?” 
 
“Change of plans this year.” Tap tap tap. “He is taking summer vacation on Father’s Day, so I have to go to Boston next Friday and get it done instead.”
 
Shane’s brow furrowed and Ilya shook his head, tap tap tapped the pen in an anxious, irritated rhythm. “Is too long a trip to only go for one night. And I will take the girls so they can see Sveta. But then because of my birthday and Father’s Day, is a good chance to celebrate in the city, make a whole fun weekend for the girls.” 
 
“Yeah, definitely.” It was a good chance to celebrate both birthday and Father’s Day with Sveta and the girls. Shane didn’t understand why Ilya looked so upset about it. “Is there a special place you like to go for your birthday? Somewhere you used to go when you played for Boston? Or do you let the girls pick the restaurant like you said you do for their birthday trip?” 
 
Ilya just looked at him, his mouth set in a grim line and his blue eyes somber. 
 
“You don’t want to go.” Shane hazarded a guess, trying to figure out whether it was resignation or regret lining tense into Ilya’s shoulders. “But the appointment is necessary. So making a whole weekend of it with the girls is perfect. Like making the best of a bad situation? Not that Boston is a bad situation, I know you like it there. But–”  
 
“Shanychka.” Ilya shook his head and put the pen down before he tap tap tapped it broken right over the edge of the desk. “Russia is at the end of the month.” 
 
“Right.” Shane nodded. “Two and a half weeks.” 
 
“And now I will be in Boston for three days.” he emphasized. “Is not a big deal to reschedule appointment. But it is a big deal to have less time with you before Russia. That is the last thing I want, to use up time with you on stupid things.” 
 
“Oh.” Shane reached across the desk to cover Ilya’s clenched fist with his hand. “Hey, no. That’s okay. It’s just a couple days. You gotta get this taken care of. It’s fine.” 
 
“You will come with us?” Ilya sounded unconvinced of his own idea, and he nodded miserably when Shane clicked his tongue, “That’s when the rink maintenance will be done and everything can be moved back into the offices and locker rooms. I already told Rachel I’d be there to help with putting everything back together.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya knew. “So I will be gone three days, then. We will have three less days together. And I–” he took a deep breath and braced himself to be vulnerable, “I wanted to have this birthday with you. Because I never had any birthdays with you. This one would be the first."
 
“No, I know.” Shane rubbed his thumb comfortingly over a small scar on the back of Ilya’s hand. “Okay, how about this. I’ll come over Thursday for birthday dinner. Or if you want, we could do dinner at Jacob’s so there’s no dishes to do while you’re trying to pack to leave. Are you going to work late to make sure the Father’s Day bakery orders are all prepped before you go? Cos I can pick up the girls, get them to the house, then make dinner or meet for dinner, or whatever you want to do.” 
 
“You do not have to–” 
 
“Do you want dinner at the house or at Jacob’s Place?” Shane talked right over Ilya’s attempt to downplay the very thing he’d just admitted to wanting. Shane had always had a hard time asking for what he needed and wanted, but he was getting better about it maybe a little bit bratty about it, sometimes lately he was downright selfish about it but Ilya never hesitated to give him anything and everything, so he wasn’t about to ignore Ilya’s admission about missing birthdays together. “You’ve got enough on your plate right now, let me take care of this. Just tell me. East End or Jacob’s Place.” 
 
“East End.” Ilya’s broad shoulders slumped. Regret, resignation, relief. “I would like family dinner at home for my birthday.” 
 
“Done.” Shane rapped his knuckles at the table. “I’ll get Mariya and Nadya from school and take them to get a present for you and I’ve already got your present, so it’s easy.” 
 
“You stayed in the $25 limit, of course.” Ilya tried for a smile, and Shane full on grinned at him, “Obviously. Definitely. Cos I follow the rules.” 
 
“Brat.” Ilya’s smile grew a little, tilted towards genuine. “Spasibo, dorogoy. And I promise. After Russia, everything will be easier. I know you are tired of things being complicated for us, and I am trying very hard to make sure,” he sighed at the stacks of paperwork. “This is the last complicated things for us. I am working on it.” 
 
“Hey, c’mere a sec.” Shane pushed his chair back and came around the desk, putting both his hands at the side of Ilya’s face and  holding him still so Ilya couldn’t look away. “Listen. Yeah, things are complicated right now.  Schedule changes, all this paperwork stuff, Russia, that shit with your brother– whatever. It sorta sucks how complicated all of it is. But you know what’s not complicated?” 
 
“What?” Ilya swallowed, and Shane smiled at him, sweeping his thumbs at Ilya’s cheekbones before leaning in to lay a featherlight kiss on his lips, “I love you. That part is simple.” 
 
“Shane.” 
 
“I love you.” Shane went to his knees and kissed Ilya again, tangling his fingers into Ilya’s curls and using the hold to angle his head down so he could kiss him a third time, “I love you. It’s that simple. So everything else is fine. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
“Malysh.” Ilya tried to turn and to kiss his palm. “Shane–” 
 
“You didn’t give up on me.” Shane didn’t let him go, turning his head back so they were eye to eye and nose to nose, only a half breath away from one another. “Not before Christmas or after Christmas or anything. And I’m not giving up on you. On us. I’m not going to panic and walk away just cos there’s a change of plans around your birthday and Father’s Day. That’s not a real thing, I’m not doing it, I love you, it’s simple, we are fine.” 
 
And softer, cradling Ilya’s face in his hands and pushing their foreheads together, “Baby, I know you’re stressed out about everything right now, but I promise, you don’t have to stress about this. Or me. Or us. We are fine.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya whispered, and when Shane nodded encouragingly, Ilya wet his lips and said it again, “Okay. You love me. Is simple.” 
 
“I love you, and it’s the most amazing thing ever.” Shane corrected with a sweet smile, “But yeah. It’s also really fucking simple.” 
 
“Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu.” Ilya managed, and Shane kissed him again, “I know you do.” 
 
Another kiss, his hands back at the side of Ilya’s face before slipping hold his shoulders, further to hook into Ilya’s necklace and tip tap a beautifully familiar pattern against the golden cross, “I know you do, and I love you too. Don’t worry about Thursday, or the weekend or anything. It’ll be fine.” 
 
Ilya curled forward to hug him, sinking into Shane’s warmth and tucking his face into Shane’s broad shoulder, screwing his eyes shut tight and trying to breathe through the crushing pressure in his chest. 
 
I love you, it’s simple Shane said and Ilya wanted to believe it, wanted to hand wave away all the stress about Russia and the summer and their month apart with a quick kiss and quiet reassurance. 
 
I love you, it’s simple. 
 
But his throat still felt too tight, his chest too heavy and heartbeat too loud, Ilya was hovering on the edge of a panic attack, teetering at the edge of the dark like he did every year before Russia, but this year it was worse. This year, Russia felt like a tipping point, a fork in the road, and Ilya didn’t know how far the repercussions of  the choices he wanted to make, hoped to make, was finally brave enough and maybe selfish enough to make would ripple out affecting the people he loved and the life he’d built in Montbonne. 
 
“I’ll see you tomorrow for breakfast, okay?” Shane dotted a kiss to Ilya’s cheek, to his brow, to his forehead. “Call me tonight if you want. I’ve got therapy at four, but I’m good after that.” 
 
“Okay. I will call you after bedtime reading.” Ilya lifted his chin up into one last real kiss. “Bye.” 
 
“Bye, baby. 
 
Shane closed the office door behind him as he left, and Ilya listened to him call a goodbye to Alicia and the other front counter girls, then covered his face with both hands and groaned.
 
Fuck.
 
******
 
“Daddy?” Another day at the bakery, another afternoon spent avoiding phone calls, another night making the girls dinner and listening to them talk over one another as cabin fever, spring fever, end of school fever, all of the hyperactive chatty summer excitement fevers took over their usually calm dinner and evening routines.
 
“Daddy!” Mariya launched herself over the back of the couch and halfway into Ilya’s lap, breaking his concentration as he highlighted several lines on the stack of pages printed out from a Russian citizenship information site. 
 
“What, Mariya?” Ilya capped the highlighter and set it on the table, working to extricate the now wrinkled papers from under Mariya’s weight without toppling her to the floor or snapping at her for jumping on the couch in the first place. He had very few rules about furniture in the house, even less rules about his own physical space, the girls were free to barrel roll, crab walk, octopus cling, sloth hug and kangaroo hop their way right onto his lap at any given moment so long as he wasn’t holding food or lately, so long as he wasn’t holding Shane. 
 
Mariya hadn’t known Ilya was three hours deep into research, she couldn’t see over the back of the couch to know he was holding a highlighter, it wasn’t her fault, it was fine. 
 
But it didn’t feel fine. The interruption on top of everything else weighing at Ilya’s shoulders and crowding into a migraine behind his eyes didn’t feel fine, and Ilya had to pinch the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes, counting up to ten and then back down again before trying, “Masha, what do you need? You are okay?” 
 
“Your phone.” Mariya wriggled it out of her hoodie pocket and handed it to him. “Who is Jane?” 
 
“Jane. Um.” Ilya had purposefully left his phone in the kitchen, plugged into the charger with the notifications silenced, and his stomach twisted when he saw the list of Jane notifications, a handful of texts, a missed Facetime and a missed regular call. “Jane is– is my nickname for Coach.” 
 
“Oh.” her nose wrinkled. “Why?” 
 
“Because–” Ilya didn’t know where to begin explaining the because to his daughter. “Well--” 
 
“S-Sister?” Nadya wandered down the stairs to find Nadya. “Oh hi, D-D-Daddy.” She clambered onto the couch too, tucking into Ilya’s side and pointing at the phone curiously, “Who isss Jane?” 
 
“Jane is Coach.” Mariya informed her importantly, and Nadya’s face scrunched up in an identical expression to her sister’s disbelief, “C-Coach is Jane? Why?” 
 
“Is a long story, girls.” 
 
From Lily: Phone was on silent in kitchen. Sorry. 
 
From Lily: Everything is okay? 
 
From Jane: Are you asking me, or telling me? 
 
From Lily: ?? 
 
From Jane: Are you really gonna pretend like everything’s fine when you’re avoiding your phone so much, you’re actually missing texts from ME? 
 
From Lily: Not everything is about you, Hollander. 
 
From Jane: The hell it isn’t, Rozanov. If it’s about you, it’s about me, cos it’s about US. 
 
From Jane: I’m worried about you. What’s going on?
 
“Ilya. Hey.” Shane picked up on the first ring when Ilya called. “Hey, I’m glad you called.” 
 
“Privet, solnyshko.” Ilya closed his eyes, couldn’t help a tiny smile as soon as he heard Shane in his ear. “Is good to hear your voice.” 
 
“P-Privet to you too.” Shane stumbled through the pronunciation. “What’s going on? I haven’t heard from you all day.” 
 
“Will you come over tomorrow?” Ilya dodged the question. He wasn’t sure how to answer it without polluting their recent happiness with everything dark in his head and heart, and he didn’t want to waste any of their limited time before Russia worrying about Shane worrying about it, so he said, “I miss you. Come over?” 
 
“Yeah, I’ll come over once I’m done at the gym.” Shane waited a beat, then added, “I miss you too. Like all the fucking time lately.” 
 
“Yes. Same.” Ilya pressed the phone tighter to his ear like it might quiet the noise swirling round and round in his head. “Ya tebya lyublyu.” 
 
“Love you too. Bye.” 
 
*****
 
“Hey, it’s just me.” Shane let himself into the East End house after he was done at the gym the next day. He found Ilya in the living room with his computer on his lap, and scooted around the couch to kiss him hello. “You working on anything important?” 
 
“No, nothing is more– oh.” Ilya hummed in pleased surprise when the kiss went longer than a usual quick hi. “Mmmno, is not more important than you.”
 
He half closed the laptop lid and set it aside to try and deepen the kiss, sitting forward on the couch and reaching to hold Shane. “Come here.” 
 
“Hm.” Shane didn’t let Ilya take over the kiss, but he didn’t back away from it either. Ilya reached for him and Shane twined their fingers together instead so Ilya couldn’t touch, then shifted his weight heavily forward so Ilya had to no choice but to sit back against the couch cushions so Shane could deepen the kiss wet with an insistent push of tongue past Ilya’s lips. A moan caught in Ilya’s throat and Shane sighed in return, spanning his other hand at Ilya’s throat and rubbing his thumb at Ilya’s neck to trace the vibration of the next quiet gasp when he fit his knee high between Ilya’s thighs, right up against Ilya’s cock. 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya’s hips twitched up chasing the too light pressure at his lap, and he put his fingers to his mouth panting almost groaning when Shane finally broke the kiss and leaned away again. “What is this for?” 
 
“Just saying hi.” Shane sifted his fingers into Ilya’s hair with an indulgent little smile before dropping a chaste kiss onto the tip of his nose and stepping back off the couch. “I need a shower.” 
 
“Is an invitation?” Ilya palmed hopefully over his half chubbed up cock and Shane set his hand directly over Ilya’s and pressed down purposefully rubbing a few times before deciding, “Not this time.” 
 
“Oh, is unfair!” Ilya’s mouth dropped open. “Shane! You will leave me like this!” 
 
“Just for a few minutes.” he brushed a kiss to Ilya’s forehead and stepped all the way away. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
Sometimes soon meant five to ten minutes with Shane, but this time around it meant closer to thirty, and by the time the bedroom door clicked open, Ilya was back on his computer working, brow furrowed and eyes narrowed intently as he scrolled through the listings on a local real estate page searching the newly built, beautifully spacious single family homes located just outside the southern border of Montbonne city limits. 
 
“What are you looking at?” Shane leaned over the back of the couch to kiss the top of Ilya’s head, then the curl of his ear. “Houses?” 
 
“You are back.” Ilya shut his computer and turned his head for a real kiss, craning his neck trying to find Shane’s mouth and reaching up to hold Shane’s hand at his shoulder, sliding his fingers under the sleeve of Shane’s shirt. “And you are cozy.” 
 
“Yeah, I love these shirts.” Shane was wearing one of the shirts Ilya had purchased before their quiet day for Shane’s birthday, soft and tagless and yellow molding over Shane’s shoulders and draping comfortable over his arms and down his abdomen. “I'm glad you bought extras.” 
 
“I like it in yellow for you, is nice.” Ilya’s smile broadened when Shane came round to sit next to him and he saw the hem of the yellow shirt ending just above the last inch or so of Shane’s boxer briefs. “Ah and you are very cozy. That is very nice.” 
 
“You should be cozy too.” Shane swung a leg over to straddle him, and Ilya instinctively put a hand at Shane’s knee to help him get steady, gentle fingers tracing the long scars as he chased the kiss on Shane’s mouth. 
 
“Take this off.” Shane plucked at Ilya’s shirt, and when Ilya obediently accommodated by sitting forward enough to pull it off, Shane made a quietly appreciative noise and bent in to kiss his way from Ilya’s ear down along his neck, into the hollow of his throat and across his collarbone. He got his hands at ilya’s chest, kneading at his pecs and tweaking pulling at his nipples, rolling his hips in a maddenly slow rhythm across Ilya’s lap until Ilya hissed over a particularly sharp pinch at his nipple and lifted up under Shane’s weight to rub his cock into Shane’s ass. 
 
“Shane.” 
 
“Here.” Ilya had been too distracted by Shane being so pretty in the soft shirt to notice Shane discreetly stash a bottle of lube by a couch pillow, and he blinked surprised when Shane pushed it into his hands and instructed, “Get ready for me.” 
 
“I think I should get you ready first?” Ilya snicked the bottle cap open and drizzled the lube over his fingers. “Or I will lay down and you can sit on my face. Use my tongue to open you up?” 
 
“No, it’s okay.”  Shane slid off his lap to ditch his briefs, then climbed back on wearing only the cozy yellow shirt, the material just long enough to skim the tops of his thighs and tent at the jut of his cock. “I’m good.” 
 
“You’re good? What does that– oh fuck.”  Ilya could only gape as Shane took his hand and slid it back between his spread legs, guiding Ilya’s fingers to his lube slick entrance and the easy press of his already worked open hole. 
 
“Fuck, Hollander.” Two fingers breached the furled rim with hardly any resistance, and Shane moaned at the push but Ilya practically growled as he plunged his fingers deeper, “You are already open?” 
 
“Just waiting on you.” Shane circled his fingers around Ilya’s cock, stroking him from base to tip in time to the shove of Ilya’s fingers. “So come on, already.” 
 
“Bozhe moy.” Ilya stuttered out a disbelieving groan when Shane sat up on his knees and lined the blunt head of Ilya’s cock up with his hole. Shane braced a hand at the back of the couch and sank down onto him, swiveling his hips and rocking back and forth working Ilya’s cock inside until, “Shane.” Ilya’s head snapped back, his mouth falling open when Shane finally sat all the way heavy on him. “Fuck, is so good.” 
 
“I’ve missed you.” Shane’s whole body shuddered once he was full, and Ilya groaned again as Shane’s center clenched hot and heated around him. “You’ve felt really far away the last few weeks.” 
 
“Sorry. Sorry sorry sorry, I am here.” Ilya babbled out a stream of frantic, needy words and surged up to try and kiss him. “I am here now. Ty pekrasen, you are gorgeous, feel so good, come here.” 
 
“Wait wait wait.” Shane flattened a hand to Ilya’s chest and shoved him back hard, pinning him to the couch. “Wait.” 
 
“Wait?” Ilya repeated dumbly, his greedy hands stilling at Shane’s side immediately, but his brow furrowing, eyes darting every which way lost trying to figure out why they had to stop. “I don’t– why–”
 
“Talk to me.” Shane said firmly. “I want you to talk to me.” 
 
“You want me to say pretty things to you?” Ilya lifted his hand to touch Shane’s cheek, “Or very dirty things to you? Do you want me to talk to you very soft in Russian, what do you want me to say?” 
 
“No. Not like that.” Shane caught Ilya’s hand and put it back down at his waist. “I want you to tell me about Russia.” 
 
Trepidation flashed through Ilya’s eyes, tightening into his jaw. “Shanychka–” 
 
“You told me a little bit about the trust and why you were stressing.” Shane set his hand at the base of Ilya’s neck, brushing his fingers through the ends of his curls. “But I know there’s a bunch of other shit bugging you, so tell me about that. Talk to me about it.” 
 
“Right now.” Ilya looked down the non distance between their bodies pointedly, at Shane sat solidly on his lap and the damp spot staining the hem of the yellow shirt where Shane’s cock had spilt leaking pre come as he’d taken Ilya into his body. “Right now?” 
 
“Yes, right now." Shane spread his knees to sit harder on him, and Ilya groaned softly. "Because you keep putting it off or distracting me or downright ignoring when I try to push it.”
 
“This way,” Shane had to stop and breathe, stop and breathe when an adjustment in position made him shake. “Th-this way, you can’t ignore me. Can’t hide from me.” 
 
“You are keeping me prisoner with sex so I talk?” Ilya wanted to laugh, but he was fighting for his life, scrambling for reason and coherency buried clear inside Shane and held entirely captive by Shane’s body, by the earnestness in his dark eyes, by the tempting pink flush on his face and the overwhelming gentleness in his touch as Shane kissed him softly softly and agreed, “Yeah, baby. Call it serving hard time or whatever the hell you want, but I meant what I said at your office. Maybe I can’t help with all the Russia stuff, but I can at least listen and I’m right here.” 
 
He twisted his fingers in Ilya’s hair and tugged sharp enough to make Ilya’s eyes widen. “I’m right here. Talk to me.” 
 
“Shane–” 
 
“Talk to me.” 
 
“I–” Ilya was sweating, losing his thoughts and losing his mind as Shane cuddled in to lay a flurry of kisses up and down his neck, nosing and nuzzling at his skin with tiny bites and sweetly dotted kisses.
 
“Shanychka, please.” Ilya petted helplessly up over his sides, each touch worshipful but desperate at the faint lines of stretch marks at Shane’s hips and waist. “Pomiluy menya, dorogoy, have mercy. Let me fuck you and then I will talk.” 
 
“No.” Shane shifted on top of him, just up enough to make Ilya curse in hopeful anticipation, then sitting down hard enough to make him wheeze. “Because you’ll fuck me until I’m all floaty and quiet, then we’ll cuddle and fall asleep together–” 
 
“And is a terrible thing?” Ilya gathered up big handfuls of Shane’s ass and gripped at him tight. “To be fucked until you are spacey and then cuddled into a nap?” 
 
“I realize it sounds like a stupid fucking complaint to have, but I’m serious.” Shane insisted stubbornly. “Because then you’ll go back to shutting down and shutting me out and trying to deal with all this alone and I don’t want that. We aren’t doing that anymore.” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya wasn’t above begging, and his voice bottomed out rough with needy urgency. “Moya lyubov’--” 
 
“Say it in Russian, if it helps.” Shane offered. “I don’t care if I can’t understand it. I’m still here, I’m not going anywhere, talk to me.” 
 
Then quieter, “Safe word is kale.” 
 
Ilya went very still beneath him, and Shane nodded, tracing Ilya’s mouth with his fingertips. “If you hate this idea or if you really really don’t want to talk and I’m pushing it too far, the safeword is kale. I won’t be mad. I’ll drop it, let you deal with Russia the way you’ve dealt with it in the past and I promise I won’t–” 
 
He stopped. Corrected, “I will work really hard to try and not take it personally if you can’t talk to me about it. I promise.” 
 
Kale. Ilya had offered Shane a safeword for their quiet day because nothing had been more important to him than Shane being comfortable and safe and well taken care of, and because he’d felt so far out of his depth with all the reading and technical terms and the enormity of trust he was asking of and accepting from Shane that’s he’d been fucking terrified of messing it up. 
 
And now kale. Shane was offering Ilya a safeword for a conversation about Russia for all the same reasons, and Ilya had to close his eyes, had to hold on very tight to Shane for a very long moment before he trusted himself to nod without breaking down. 
 
“Spasibo.” he said first, hoarse and cracked and stunned by the love and acceptance from Shane. Then, “Is okay in Russian?” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane folded in to hug him, looping his arms at Ilya’s neck and muffling a moan into his throat when the shift forward notched Ilya’s heavy cock further inside him. “Y-yeah, baby. I’m right here. I’m here.” 
 
Ilya said it all in Russian, bracketed his hands at Shane’s hips and let himself admit how badly he didn’t want to go to Russia, how he never wanted to go, but how it all felt worse this year, felt impossible this year. 
 
Ilya palmed over Shane’s rear, begging in whispered English for Shane to fuck him just a little bit, then kissing his cheek grateful when Shane started moving over him before switching back to Russian and confessing that he couldn’t hardly stand the nights apart anymore, that saying goodnight and goodbye and still having separate houses felt like the stupidest, most politeness thing. He wanted to be selfish and tell Shane to move in to East End right away, he wanted to forget the plan to wait because he was tired of waiting, Ilya was so goddamn tired of waiting for the very few things he wanted more than anything else in his entire life. 
 
“I do not care if I have to buy a new house and move so you want to be home.” Ilya groaned appreciatively when Shane fit tighter onto his lap. “I have already looked at houses, I cannot stop looking and hoping and waiting, I want you home, Shanychkya and I know we said it would be later after Russia, but I do not want to wait like that anymore. I am in Russia for less time this summer, but it feels like more time because I will be missing you the whole time, I do not want to go.” 
 
Ilya rubbed at Shane’s leg, trailing his fingers up along the raised scars and sliding under Shane’s thigh to help him move, to keep up the maddeningly slow, devastatingly deep grind into Shane’s core as he kept talking in low Russian, “Alexei is so angry and I know I do not have to answer his calls, I know i could block him and only talk through lawyers, but somehow is too hard. What kind of person blocks their family? I am all he has, Alexei lost Mama too, he lost Papa too, and I tell myself he is scared like I was and that he is trying but —” 
 
He groaned frustrated and overstimulated and starting to sweat, his vision blurring as Shane kept moving on top of him, rolling his hips over him, edging him just enough to keep Ilya throbbing hard but not enough to distract Shane from his goal of getting Ilya to talk. 
 
“I– I am trying to do the right thing.” Ilya managed, his fingernails digging crescents at Shane’s thighs as he tried to keep his thoughts ordered long enough to get it all out. “I did it with my Papa, yes? Made sure he did not suffer through Alexei’s shitty care. I gave up everything, gave up you to do the right thing for Papa. And now, I am trying to do the right thing again, but is affecting you again. My stress is hurting you and that isn’t fair. But what do I do, then? I have to try and do the right thing, and that is to make sure my brother can get ahold of me. To make sure my niece is taken care of, that my best friend and my girls can keep their family and our traditions.” 
 
He bit into his bottom lip, then moaned in grateful surprise when Shane pressed forward to kiss the sting away, sucking it into his mouth and soothing the red mark with his tongue. 
 
“Spasibo, moy lyubimyy, ya tebya–” Ilya stammered shakily. “Ya t-tebya–.” 
 
“I love you too.” Shane slid his hands down Ilya’s chest to find his nipples again, rolling the little nubs between his fingers. “Keep going.” 
 
“I have to believe I am doing the right thing.” Ilya blurted out loud, the Russian words tumbling out fast and clipping blunt. “Because if I have only made wrong choices so far, if I am doing this wrong then it means I wasted too much time and money and too much of my life, of what our life could have been together because I am a fucking idiot who let a shitty choice at twenty three ruin my whole fucking life and all my trying has been useless. I have to believe, have to hope, I have been doing this all right because otherwise– fuck. I don’t know, Shane. I don’t know.” 
 
Ilya’s breath caught loud, maybe a cut off groan, maybe a choked off sob as he shook his head and finally admitted his most selfish thing, “I am tired of trying to do the right thing, and only ever breaking my own heart. I do not want to do that anymore, I want to be brave enough and selfish enough to not do that anymore.” 
 
Shane stilled on top of him, his dark eyes wide when the anguish in Ilya’s voice translated across the language barrier and resonated painful in his own heart.
 
“Ilya.” he whispered devastated and Ilya shook his head, shook his head, shook his head then surged up to kiss him, begging in English, “Enough. Enough, I am done talking, all done. Please my Shane. Please please please—!” 
 
“I’m here. I’m here.” Shane crushed a kiss to Ilya’s mouth and clenched both hands in Ilya’s hair to hold him tight, broke away from his mouth and latched onto his throat with teeth and tongue and hard kisses, fucking down and down and down onto him hard and fast until the couch springs were squealing and Ilya was babbling a mix of broken English and desperate Russian urging him to hurry hurry hurry and more more more because it wasn’t enough yet, it wasn’t enough, Ilya needed all of him. 
 
“You have me.” Shane swore when Ilya’s hands clamped onto his ass to hold him immobile as he finished rutting up into him and spilling with a loud cry. “Ilya. I’m not going anywhere, you have me, I swear. All of me. I’m yours baby, I’m yours.” 
 
“Fuck.” Ilya wrapped both arms around Shane’s frame and dragged him into a hug, hiding his face and the tears in his eyes into Shane’s neck as they rocked together on the couch. “Shane.” 
 
“I know.” Shane kept kissing him, Ilya’s cheek and temple and into his hair, up and down his throat and as far as he could reach across Ilya’s collarbones. “I got you, I got you.” 
 
“I want ah—“ Ilya sniffed, leaned back so he could get to Shane’s mouth for a messy, grateful kiss. “Want you too. Your turn. You too.” 
 
“I’m fine.” Shane cradled his face in his big hands and kissed him again, soothing the anxious hitch in Ilya’s breath. “Baby, I’m fine. Let me hold you a while."
 
“But I need you.” Ilya pried his eyes open, blinking slow and sliding his fingers sluggish under the hem or Shane’s shirt to reach skin, running his hands up and down Shane’s strong back. He was going half soft inside Shane’s body, his limbs loose and head empty, Shane had pulled him right out of his spiraling thoughts and settled him grounded into the couch, but Ilya still needed– he still–
 
“Dorogoy.” He rumbled against Shane’s lips. “Need you. Want to feel you. Come on.” He closed his hand at Shane’s cock and pulled over him loosely. “You want me, too?”
 
“Fuck Ilya, f-fucking always, yeah.” Shane stammered. “But I don’t need—"
 
“Please, though.” Ilya let go of him to lay back into the couch with one hand at Shane’s waist, his thumb sweeping along Shane’s hip bone, and the other hand twisted into the yellow shirt lifting the hem out of the way, his eyes heavy lidded and lips parted expectantly, “I want to watch. Will you…?”
 
“Yeah, okay.” Shane fumbled for the lube again, pouring it over his hand and slicking it down his cock with a rough shudder. “Okay. Okay okay okay.” 
 
“Closer.” Ilya pressed his palm to the top curve of Shane’s ass to urge him up tighter, to encourage him moving again. He swallowed Shane’s gasp into a slow, searching kiss, licking past Shane’s lips then hooking his fingers at the corner of Shane’s mouth to open him up wider. 
 
“Oh fuck.” Shane tried to turn his head to suck at Ilya’s fingers, but fumbled stroking over his cock and fell forward to push his face into Ilya’s shoulder with a needy little sound instead, shifting impatient on Ilya’s lap and moaning when Ilya’s half hard length shifted inside him. “Ilya.” 
 
“Here, like this.” Ilya kissed his temple then readjusted on the couch so Shane’s forehead was at his shoulder and Ilya could see down between their bodies to watch Shane’s fingers close around his cock and the motion of his wrist as he tightened his grip twisting at the blunt head. Shane’s thighs were bunching with each aborted little roll of his hips across Ilya’s lap, his abdomen clenching every time he thumbed over the leaking slit, and Ilya watched it all spellbound, whispering adoration, “Ty neveroyatnyy, you are incredible, perfect, ty ochen’ krasivyy, fuck.” 
 
“G-god.” Shane drooled around Ilya’s fingers, mouth falling open slack as he jerked himself faster. “Ilya.” he tried to lick it away, his tongue lapping sloppy across Ilya’s palm and Ilya held him tighter, ground his hips up against Shane’s ass when his cock flexed trying to get hard again inside him, spurred on by Shane’s panted little pleas and the slick sound of lube and precome mixed in with his quiet whines as he got closer. 
 
“Da, like that.” Ilya praised when a blurt of precome spilt out over Shane’s knuckles. “You are almost there.” Shane whined, his eyes screwing shut and knuckles bumping at Ilya’s stomach as his strokes grew more frantic, and Ilya nodded, “Good job, you are so beautiful, come on. You are very close, yes? Almost there.” 
 
“Kiss me.” Shane lifted off Ilya’s fingers with a ragged gasp, grasping at the back of the couch, the base of Ilya’s neck, the ends of Ilya’s curls. “Will you kiss me when I–” 
 
“Here here here, yes.” Ilya grabbed his chin and kissed him hard, their noses squashing and teeth clacking, breath coming loud and then louder when he hooked his thumb back at the corner of Shane’s lips and pushed in along side his tongue so Shane was full. 
 
“Mmmmfuck—” Shane garbled into the kiss. “Ilya fuck–!” 
 
He finished in a mess, striping up Ilya’s abdomen and dribbling over his knuckles, the kiss devolving into a sharp bite as he groaned loud into Ilya’s mouth, hips jerking and thighs shaking and Ilya held him tight, one arm steady around his waist and his fingers bruising into Shane’s jaw so they didn’t break the kiss, so Ilya could taste every breath and moan as Shane whimpered against his tongue. 
 
“Good job, good job.” he promised over and over, and Shane nodded weakly into a kiss. “So good, sweetheart, you did very good listening to me.” 
 
“S-so good, yeah.” Shane collapsed into Ilya’s chest, holding his arm awkwardly between their bodies so he didn’t smear cum and lube all over the couch. “Holy shit.” 
 
“Here sweetheart, like this.” Ilya reached to grab the corner of one of the neatly folded couch blankets and dragged it over Shane’s lap and the mess on his own stomach, wiping his hand discreetly as he went so he could tuck it around Shane’s thighs and pull Shane into a hug. “Is better?” 
 
“Yeah its– its um–” Shane’s head was fuzzy, his hearing a little bit muted, and he licked his lips trying to find his words. “D’ya wanna— should we shower? Maybe, um–” 
 
“No. No.” Ilya hushed him with another kiss. “Please. Is finally quiet, all the noise is gone for a while so stay with me.” 
 
“Told you m’here.” Shane curled right back into his arms, sinking willing and honestly grateful into Ilya’s broad frame as they both tried to come down and settle into the quiet. “M’here. Not going anywhere.” 
 
“Good.” Ilya closed his eyes and lay his head back, pressing Shane in as close as he could until the solid weight had him pinned grounded into the couch cushions. “Stay.” 
 
He ran his hand down Shane’s arm to his hand and picked it up, guiding Shane’s fingers up to his necklace, and Shane made a pleased sound as he hooked his fingers into the chain and nuzzled a kiss to Ilya’s chest. 
 
“S’good, baby.” Shane whispered, and Ilya nodded, “Da, spasibo malysh. Thank you.” 
 
When Ilya softened all the way, he opened his eyes enough to prop Shane’s hips up a few inches and slip out, then quickly re-tucked the blanket in a little under Shane’s rear to catch any mess. Shane was heavy atop him, motionless and half floaty and he let Ilya manhandle him around with nothing more than a low moan and a sweet, loopy smile when Ilya kissed him in approval and appreciation. 
 
Eventually, “I keep wanting to plan for after Russia.” Ilya started talking in English, but when Shane tried to stir to listen, Ilya shook his head and kept him tucked in tight. “But Russia is so big in my head, I can’t. Is like I can’t see past it, even when I want to think about good things and make plans for the future. Is ah–” 
 
He swallowed, searching for the word. “Insurmountable, I think. Feels like too much.” 
 
“We have time.” Shane reminded him, his lips moving against Ilya’s neck as he spoke. “We can figure it all out later. You don’t have to stress about it now, we’ll get there.” 
 
“I know.” Ilya knew, but, “I think we have wasted enough time already, though. We will get there, but I want to be there already, Shanychka. I want to be past Russia and home with you again and on to the next thing.” 
 
He closed his eyes again, breathing out a weary sigh, “I am mad at myself some days. Russia is normal for me, for the girls. Is an every summer thing. I am usually patient and can deal with the ugly stressful things, but you make me so ready for the rest of my life,” he set his hand at the back of Shane’s head, combing his fingers through Shane’s hair. “Is the first time I am realizing how much I put on hold for Mariya and Nadya. I came to Montbonne and stopped living I think, and now I want to live again but I cannot because first, there is Russia.” 
 
He shook his head. “Is always because Russia. I am stressed for days, for weeks. I am not sleeping, I cannot eat much, I cannot turn my brain off, is too loud. But then you are here.” 
 
He rubbed his cheek at the top of Shane’s head, “Moy koala medvezhonok, moya lyubov, my Shane, and my head is finally quiet. Thank you.” 
 
“I mean.” Shane pinched Ilya’s side featherlight and teasing, soothing it immediately with a sweep of his fingers. “I think a good orgasm probably works to quiet everyone’s head.” 
 
“Shut up.” Ilya pinched him back, barely there and adoring and widening his palm at Shane’s side to cover even the tiniest hint of pain. “I am serious.” 
 
“That makes me really fucking happy.” Shane tip tapped a familiar pattern at Ilya’s necklace. “Cos you do a lot for me and sometimes I can’t figure out–” he shook his head, admitting in a burble of sudden uncertainty, “Sometimes I don’t know what I do for you that even comes close to matching what you do for me.” 

“This.” Ilya moved Shane’s hand from his necklace and placed it over his heart. “You do this for me.” 
 
“What, your heart?” One, one two three four, one two three. Shane tapped the same pattern out in time to Ilya’s heartbeat. “What do you mean?” 
 
“Yes, my heart.” Ilya covered Shane’s hand at his chest, gazing up at him with his eyes gone very soft. “You gave me back my heart, my heartbeat, you filled this space right here,” he pointed at his heart. “The space that was always yours and was empty for too long.”
 
“And that’s enough?” Shane knew it was enough, he believed Ilya every goddamn time he said it, he knew Ilya meant it every time he said I love you or any of the other endless phrases that all meant I love you, but he still asked. Still wanted to hear Ilya say it. “You spoil me so many ways, but all I do is–” 
 
“Shane, you do everything.” Ilya interrupted, his voice cracking with emotion. “You do everything, give me everything, you are the only person who could fix this for me. Only you. You are everything for me.” 
 
“Yeah.” Shane’s gaze dropped to Ilya’s lips, then lifted back to his eyes. “Same. You’re everything for me. And Russia— it sucks. I’m stressed about it too. But I'm gonna be here when you get back. This time you’re coming back.”
 
He dug his fingers in over Ilya’s heart, begging confirming ordering, “You’re coming home to me and I’ll be here waiting. I’ll be here.”
 
“Okay.” Ilya cupped Shane’s chin and brought him for one last slow kiss. “I will come home and you will be here. That is how it will be this time.” 
 
“This time and next time and however many times we have to do this until you don’t have to go anymore.” Shane promised. “That’s exactly what’s gonna happen. And then we’re gonna be fine. I promise.” 
 
****
 
From Jane: How is Boston?
 
From Lily: Busy. Exhausting. 
 
From Jane: Are the girls having fun?
 
The pictures Ilya sent varied from adorable to downright hysterical, everything from polite poses and cute moments from their weekend spent shopping and snuggling their Mama, to half blurry and entirely chaotic snapshots of the twins wreaking havoc on a playground or overwhelmed in a candy store,  and the last few were Ilya and the girls wearing fake mustaches and top hats in one of the kitschy dress up photo booths.
 
Shane hearted and saved every single one.
 
From Jane: Paperwork go okay? 
 
From Lily: Yes, everything is finalized and approved. I have been stressed for weeks for it, but now it is done and ready for Russia, so thank you for being patient. 
 
From Jane: Of course. Wish I could have helped more. 
 
From Lily: It helped when you sat on my lap. Only a shirt, no pants and snuggling me very close. It let me focus and think. 
 
From Jane: I thought it helped make your head quiet so you didn’t HAVE to think. 
 
From Lily: Yes. It cleared my head so I could stop thinking about Russia and only think about good things. Like all the boring amazing things I can’t wait to do with you.
 
From Jane: Baby. Fuck. Idk what to say when you get romantic with me.
 
From Lily: You sit on my lap, help me focus, is like getting lost in the best rabbit hole. 
 
From Lily: Tight hot rabbit hole that only fits me. 
 
From Jane: Wait, what? 
 
From Jane: HEY. 
 
From Jane: I thought you were being romantic! 
 
From Lily: It is romantic! 
 
From Jane: ILYA. Do NOT call my ass a rabbit hole.
 
From Lily: I can’t wait to see you, zaychik. Will you come over when we get home Sunday night?
 
From Jane: That depends.
 
From Lily: On what? 
 
From Jane: If I look up zaychik, will it mean bunny or rabbit or something like that? 
 
From Lily: … … … 
 
From Lily: Do not look it up. 
 
From Jane: Jesus Christ. 
 
From Jane: Do not take this as an endorsement to continue the fucking rabbit hole conversation, but can I stay the night Sunday? If it won’t mess with the girls’ schedule too much?
 
From Lily: Their schedule is already messed up from traveling and this late in the school year, their days are easy so we do not have to worry about tired brains missing math and spelling tests. Is fine.
 
From Lily: I will text you when we are an hour away from home. Please be there. 
 
From Lily: Sans jammies.
 
From Jane: I want to see the girls. That requires clothes.
 
From Lily: Fine. Compromise. Wear MY jammies.
 
From Jane: I can do that. See you Sunday.
 
From Lily: You’ll be waiting at home? 
 
From Jane: Yeah, baby. I’ll leave the porch light on for you. 
 
*****
 
“How was your weekend, Shane?” Dr. Soule had a new pair of glasses to go with her new short new summer haircut and Shane fucking hated it. He didn’t like the change on someone who had been consistently predictable during the upheaval of the last year, he didn’t like the reminder that it was summer because summer meant Russia, and he really didn’t like having to acknowledge how much he still struggled with change after his life had been so strictly ordered for so goddamn long and then so quickly upset and only recently re-settled into something amazing, fuck.  
 
“Shane?” She adjusted her disconcertingly new glasses and smiled encouragingly. “You mentioned in our last session that your partner would be gone for his birthday weekend and Father’s Day weekend. You were sparse on the details, but I know you were struggling with a short separation when the longer summer separation is coming up. How are you doing with it?” 
 
“The weekend was fine.” Shane fought through the roil of nausea in the back of his throat and the stomach churning revolt against any more changes in his life to answer, “It– yeah. It sucked to be away from each other when we’re about to be separated for a full month, but he had to get some stuff handled and I already had plans, so you know.” 
 
He swallowed. “I’ve been working on keeping my schedule and my plans and not uh– not abandoning it all just to spend time with him. So he went to Boston and I stayed here and it was good. It was… fine.”  
 
“Maintaining your own sense of self instead of being entirely absorbed into your partner’s life is an important boundary, yes. We’ve talked about that in depth and I’m glad you’re still working to establish foundations and grow roots of your own in the community.” She nodded along. “You told me you were going to celebrate his birthday early. How did that go?” 
 
“Birthday was good.” Shane smiled a little. “I never had a reason to buy a significant other– a boyfriend–” 
 
His smile dipped. Dr. Soule wrote down ‘struggling with labels– relationship parameters have changed? Uncertainty about moving forward?’ on her notepad and circled it a few times. 
 
“It was fun to pick out a present for him.” Shane finally finished. “I thought it would be weird or sorta impossible to pick out a romantic present or something that matched how important he is in my life, but it ended up being really easy.” 
 
“Was it easy because of the $25 price limit?” she prodded and Shane’s smile came back, quick and bright, “Yeah. Cos that asshole got me a $25 gift card to his own bakery and then loophole’d me into getting a tablet for my birthday, so I did the same thing for him.” 
 
“The loophole for the tablet was clever.” Dr. Soule had thoroughly honestly enjoyed the loophole story when Shane shared it with her, and she’d thoroughly honestly enjoyed the moment of laughter they’d shared together as he talked about his birthday weekend back in May. After so many months of strife and stress and seemingly miniscule steps forward, hearing Shane laughing out loud exclaiming about his asshole boyfriend and a stupid fucking loophole had been a beautifully rewarding moment and Dr. Soule had marked it significant in her notes. “What was your revenge response for it?” 
 
“I gave him a $25 gift card to the concession stands at the community ice rink.” Shane admitted, and Dr. Soule clapped her hands delighted by it. “And the loophole gift was a four day course of baking lessons at Atelie Sucre in New York.” 
 
“Oh.” Dr. Soule’s eyebrows lifted impressed. “A loophole because you can call it continuing education for the bakery business?” 
 
“Exactly, yeah.” Ilya had pinched Shane right on the butt for the concession gift card, but he’d sobered up emotional over the bakery classes and Shane’s quiet explanation of the rest of the present– how the four days could be scheduled for any time with in the next six months, how he wanted it to be something for Ilya to look forward to after Russia. Shane had ran the idea past Svetlana and made a plan for her to keep the girls so Shane could go with Ilya to New York for a little vacation together or maybe if Ilya just wanted to go alone, if he wanted the four days to just be a person and not a Dad, business owner, boyfriend with a high maintenance diva of a partner, then that was okay too. 
 
Ilya had whispered right then and re-affirmed in devastatingly intimate ways later in bed, that the only thing he was looking forward to after Russia was coming home to Shane, but that the trip and classes would be very fun and he’d never been gifted anything so thoughtful in his life and really it would have been just fine if Shane had put a bow on his ass and invited him into the rabbit hole.
 
The only reason Ilya hadn’t gotten socked right in the face for the rabbit comment was because it was his birthday, and because he’d laughed so hard over Shane’s pissed off, scrunched up face that Shane had kissed him just to shut him up, then kissed him again because joy tasted so good on Ilya’s lips. Again because Ilya melted into his arms like he couldn’t breathe without him. Again and again because…
 
…well, anyway. 
 
“It certainly seems like the two of you have fun.” Dr. Soule decided, and Shane nodded, “Yeah. We really do.” 
 
“Wonderful. I’m glad the birthday went so well and the weekend apart was manageable.” She turned to a new page in her notebook. “Tell me what is coming up this week.” 
 
“It’s… busy.” The upcoming week was going to be busy. The last week of school already meant parties and field days and kiddos bouncing off the walls in sugar fueled rushes, but Nadya and Mariya’s last day was Monday so they could spend all day Tuesday packing, and head to the airport and then to Russia on Wednesday.
 
Ilya had been working long hours at the bakery trying to get everything set up for the month away, and the evenings were full of chores, deep cleaning and endless laundry and buttoning up the yard and house. Ilya had promised and reassured and swore he’d have time for breakfast at Jacob’s in the morning and at least for the rest of the week they’d keep the usual schedule of family dinners until Monday and Tuesday’s chaos interrupted it all,  and Shane had promised and reassured and swore that it was fine if things got moved around in the flurry and stress, he was fine, they were fine, no big deal. 
 
It felt like a big deal, everything was a big deal, but Shane planned to smile through all of it and refuse to add to Ilya’s anxiety, it was fine. 
 
“It’s funny how we can say a word like fine so often that it eventually loses all meaning.” Dr. Soule commented, but before Shane could frown and object, she forged ahead, “The week sounds stressful, and kids pick up on a lot more of that than we realize. Do you and Ilya have a plan in place to try and lessen the strain on your relationship and avoid it spilling over into the girls’ lives? I can’t imagine the upcoming good-bye will be easy for anyone.”
 
“Yeah. We made a plan.” Shane rubbed his hands up and down his legs. Up and down, up and down, up and down. “We’re going to keep the normal schedule as best we can all week. He’ll go get Svetlana on Monday so she can help the girls pack, and they can start the trip all together instead of Ilya taking the girls from here to Boston, having to pick up Svetlana and then restart the trip from there. We’ll have a family dinner on Tuesday so I can say good-bye to the girls and then uh– then they’ll leave. So.” 
 
“You said,” Dr. Soule flipped back a few pages. “they leave on Wednesday afternoon. Why is good-bye planned for Tuesday?” 
 
“We decided family dinner and saying bye at bedtime would make it easier.” Shane’s shoulders hunched a little. “A normal end to the night, or whatever. I can say bye to the girls and they’ll go right to sleep, then I can do good-byes with Ilya and Sveta and head back to the cabin.” 
 
“You won’t stay the night and drive them to the airport?” 
 
“No.” he scratched at his cheek, the pinched his fingers at his earlobe. “No. I’ll be leaving for Montreal super early Wednesday morning and they have to leave by lunch to get to the airport. Family dinner and goodbye’s on Tuesday worked out the best for everyone’s schedule.” 
 
“Montreal.” She made a show of checking her notes even though she knew Shane hadn't mentioned it to her before. “Why the trip to Montreal?” 
 
“I missed Father’s Day with my Dad.” Shane explained lamely. “And my parents’ anniversary is later this week. I should go celebrate with them anyway, and it’ll be a good distraction for me. Keep me busy instead of letting me sit at the cabin feeling sorry for myself.” 
 
“Feeling sorry for yourself.” she repeated. “I see. It sounds as if you and your partner have taken all the necessary steps to mitigate any overwhelming feelings in reasonable and practical ways.” 
 
“We’re trying, yeah.” Shane hesitated. “You sound like you’re going to scold me for trying to logic my way through deep emotions instead of giving myself time and space to fully experience them.” 
 
“You sound like you’ve learned enough from our sessions together to understand why I am worried you might be doing exactly that.” She watched him for a moment, the nervous pull at his ear, the slight turn to his head where he didn’t want to break eye contact but also couldn’t quite bring himself to face her and himself in the computer screen. 
 
“Shane.” She clasped her hands under her chin. “How are you feeling about the man you love returning to a place that is not only potentially physically dangerous for him because of your relationship, but also by your own admission, dangerous for his emotional well being and directly detrimental to the work he’s done for his mental health?” 
 
Shane was quiet, the muscle in his jaw ticking as he ground his teeth together. 
 
“Shane?” Quieter. Gentler. “How are you feeling about staying in Montbonne for a month while he and the girls are out of the country and due to the time difference and the necessary secret of your relationship while they are there, will be limited in communication for the majority of their trip?” 
 
“It’s not like I can go to Russia with them.” Shane shook his head. “That wouldn’t make any sense when I have things to do in Montbonne, and I want to get some work done at the cottage outside Ontario and like you said, our relationship is– Russia is dangerous for us. It’s not like I have any other option besides staying here, so I can’t be upset about the time difference or how we’ll have to be careful with texting, that isn’t um– it doesn’t do any good for me to stress about it or be upset about it. That’s why we’re doing goodbyes this way, because there’s no use in–” 
 
“Shane.” she held her hand up to stop him. “I didn’t ask if you could or would go to Russia with them. I didn’t ask why it wouldn’t make sense or if there were any other options. I don’t want all the logical reasons why you shouldn’t be upset about a long planned family trip to Russia, and I don’t want all your justifications for micromanaging your goodbyes to ensure there isn’t any chance to be overwhelmed and break down over it.” 
 
Shane’s mouth clicked shut, his expression closing off pained and Dr. Soule smiled small and sad at him, “Shane, tell me honestly how you feel about being left behind again?” 
 
Shane blinked, and his chin wobbled. “I hate it. It’s the fucking worst, okay? I’ve been having nightmares about it for weeks. I’m trying to be brave for Ilya, but I hate it so goddamn much.” 
 
“Okay then.” She reached for her metronome. “Let’s sit with this feeling for a few minutes, okay?” 
 
“Okay.” Shane blinked, and a tear streaked down his face. “Let’s just fucking sit with it for a minute.” 
 
“Right here, Shane.” She turned on the metronome and angled it towards the screen so Shane could hear the grounding tick tock and watched the steady repetitive motion of the pendulum arm. “Here we go.” 
 
“Yeah. He we go.” Shane blinked and a second tear joined the first. Blinked and folded forward on the couch with his arms crossed defensively across his body. Blinked and screwed his eyes shut, his fists clenching tight until his nails cut into his palms. “Fuck. Fuck.” 
 
“We’re just going to sit in the quiet for a while.” She encouraged. “It’s alright. We’re going to sit and listen and breathe. Breathe, Shane.” 
 
Breathe. 
 
******
 
Monday 
 
“Shanychka.” Monday was the first day the rink was all the way open, all the way refurbished and all the way ready for the summer leagues and daily free skate sessions. Ilya went directly from dropping the twins off at school to parking at the side door of the rink without even texting on the way to make sure Shane was there. After almost a month off the ice and with everything Russia coming up in the next seventy-two hours, Ilya knew Shane would be on the ice, he knew it. 
 
“Moya lyubov.” Shane was on the ice, gliding in and out of the circles of light from the newly replaced, newly energy efficient bulbs installed during the refurbishment. The ice was bright an and glistening, the lines and face off circles and goalie creases brilliant under the glassy surface, the boards repainted and refinished and the mats beneath Ilya’s feet replaced. The wooden bleachers had all been scrubbed down and refinished, the few metal risers around the far corners of the rink tightened up and filed smooth– the place looked great, but Ilya only had eyes for Shane. 
 
“Dorogoy, idi syuda.” Ilya rapped his knuckles at the board, grinning when Shane pointed his stick right at him and warned teasingly, “Don’t come into my rink and try to order me around, Mr. Rozanov.” 
 
“Coach Hollander of the Montbonne U9 Recreational League, I am very sure my tax dollars pay your salary.” Ilya braced his arms atop the newly painted boards and leaned over the ice with a sardonic grin. “So yes, I think I will order you around. Come here and kiss me, please.” 
 
“Fuck you, I'm a volunteer coach, there's no goddamn salary.” Shane stopped right in front of the boards with a neat spray of ice, and bent in to kiss him. “Hi.” 
 
“Hi.” Ilya caught Shane’s hand and tugged him back for another quick kiss. “Is nice in here.” 
 
“Yeah, they did a good job.” Shane motioned behind Ilya for the water bottle on the bottom bleacher row, and Ilya opened it for him before passing it over. “You’re on the way to get Svetlana from the airport?” 
 
“Yes, her flight lands in a few hours. If I hurry now,” Ilya took the water bottle back and replaced the lid when Shane handed it back after a few swallows. “I will be able to get her and be home to pick up the girls in time for school to get out.” 
 
“Let me know if you can’t.” Shane rested against the boards, covering Ilya’s hand with his cold fingers. “I’ll get the girls.” 
 
“I know you will.” Ilya rubbed his thumb over Shane’s knuckles slowly, then picked his hand up and tugged at him coaxingly. “Come here a minute, I have something for you.” 
 
“We definitely don’t have time to mess around in my office.” Shane warned as he unhooked the door in the boards and stepped out onto the mats. “Not if you want to get there in time to get Sveta and be back here any time before dark.” 
 
“That is a bald faced lie and you know it.” Ilya scoffed. “You cum very fast in my mouth, is no problem at all.” 
 
“You’re one to talk.” Shane was a solid few inches taller than Ilya in his skates, and he smirked when Ilya had to tilt his head back to glare at him. “I like you from this point of view.” 
 
“You would like me better on my knees.” Ilya goaded knowingly. “But no, I was not talking about breaking in your new painted office, we will have to save that for later. Come here.” 
 
He pulled Shane towards the bleachers and down to sitting so they were eye level with one another again, then reached in his pocket and held out a small, square, black box. “Here. This is for you.” 
 
“What is it?” Shane didn’t take the box. "What's inside?"
 
“Open it.” Ilya tried to hand it to him again, but Shane shook his head, “Ilya. What are you doing right now?” 
 
“Hollander, you are having panic attack.” Ilya nudged Shane’s chin up for a short kiss, then turned Shane’s hand over and set the little box directly in his palm. “Just open it.” 
 
“No, no I’m not panicking.” Shane wasn’t panicking, but he didn’t close his fingers around the black box ring box-- was it a fucking ring box?-- either. “But I dunno if this is the right place for this."
 
“Is always the right place to give you a present. So open it.” Ilya ordered, then softer, “Please.” 
 
Shane opened it, cracking the tiny hinge on the velvet covered box until it opened all the way to reveal a set of keys. 
 
“Oh.” he paused. “It’s keys?” 
 
“Bakery.” Ilya picked up the bigger key, heavy and gold and familiar, a copy of the same key he kept hidden under the planter box at the bakery back door, a copy of the same key he’d given Shane in January on the anniversary of his injury so Shane would have a safe place to sit and rest away from the social media noise and the noise in his head. 
 
“East End.” Ilya held up the second key, smiling a little when he saw Shane’s eyes widen over the brightly colored geometric swirls and shapes. “The girls picked it out.” he explained. “They wanted something pretty for you.” 
 
“My own keys to the house and the bakery.” Shane took them both from Ilya slowly. “Why? I know the alarm code to the house, and I know where the extra key is for the bakery, so–” 
 
“You need your own key to the bakery.” Ilya cut in. “This opens the back door and the upstairs apartment door so you can always get to both. So even if I am not there, the space is for you. You can still be there any time you want.” 
 
“Oh.” 
 
“And I know you have alarm code to the house.” Ilya picked up the obnoxiously decorated house key again. “And I know is maybe old fashioned to still have a regular lock and key for it when you can get in any time with the numbers, but I thought.” 
 
He closed Shane’s fingers over the key gently. “I thought maybe you are old fashioned and boring enough to think a house key is still very romantic. And I know we said to wait till after Russia for big discussions about moving in and everything, so okay. We will wait. But this." 
 
He pressed at Shane’s closed fist again. “This is so you you know is okay for you to come to the bakery or to the house any time you want. You don’t need permission, you don’t need to text or ask or anything. This space is yours,” He tapped at his chest, right over his heart. “And these spaces are yours, too.” 
 
“Holy shit, Ilya.” Shane whispered. “I love this. Thank you. Thank you. I’ll put them on my Christmas key ring and after I'm done here, I'll go make sure they work."
 
“They work, I promise.” Ilya brushed his thumb at Shane’s bottom lip with an adoring smile. “I knew you were boring enough to think it was romantic.” 
 
“I think it’s really fucking romantic, yeah.” Shane pulled out his key ring, his fingers shaking a little as he threaded the keys onto an available loop. "We're still on for tomorrow night? Family dinner?"
 
“Of course, yes." Ilya smiled when the keys all jangled together, the cabin, the ice rink, the bakery, the East End house. "Come home, use your key. We will be there.” 
 
“I’ll use my keys, yeah.” Shane’s voice roughened emotional. “Don’t worry.” 
 
“I am not worried about it.” Ilya kissed him one more time, then stood up from the bleachers. “You did not panic when you thought it was a ring box?” 
 
“What? No.” Shane stayed sitting, hooking his hand at the back of Ilya’s knee to keep him close, his chin tilted up looking at him. “Didn’t panic.” 
 
“Even when you thought there was really a ring inside the ring box?” Ilya pressed and Shane held his gaze steadily as he shook his head, “No. Panic wasn’t the emotion I was feeling. Definitely not.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya decided quietly. “That is good to know. Ya tebya lyublyu.” 
 
“I love you too.” Shane looked down at the new keys and smiled. “I love you so fucking much.” 
 
Ilya left out the side door after one more kiss and one last squeeze at Shane’s fingers, jogging down the hallway and racing his car out of the parking lot so he could hit the highway fast trying to get to the airport for Svetlana in time. 
 
Shane put the empty ring box and his newly heavy keyring back in his pocket and got back onto the ice for another several laps, forcing himself to move, to skate, to finish his workout even though every lap around the rink and every pass of the blue lines, the doors, the bleachers made his chest tighten and his throat close up. 
 
I can do this. He told himself sternly. We can do this. It’s gonna be fine. We are gonna be fine. 
 
…it was a funny thing, how repeating a word over and over made it start sounding weird. Wrong. Like a fake fucking word that didn’t actually mean the thing it was supposed to mean.
 
We’re going to be fine. Shane told himself as he pocketed the new keys and listened to the heavy ice rink doors cha chunk closed behind Ilya.
 
Gonna be fine. He mentally scolded when he texted to check in and Ilya didn’t text back for hours because the chaos of getting Sveta to Montbonne, picking up the girls from school and starting the arduous packing process for a month in Russia kept everyone too busy to look at their phones.
 
We’re fine. Shane decided when he showed up at the East End house for lunch on Tuesday and ilya was quiet, dark circles under his eyes from a lack of sleep and his mouth turned down at the corners even when he kissed Shane hello and tried to smile through the girls chattering excitedly about Russia and the very super long plane ride and how Grandad Sergei had called and promised them all sorts of fun things. 
 
“Hey hey, it’s fine.” Shane promise when he’d only just barely tucked into Ilya’s side on the couch for a few quiet minutes as Sveta helped the girls sort their underthings and jammies in the laundry, and Ilya went immediately bristly tense when his phone rang with a call from Alexei. “Answer it, I’ll still be here, it’s fine.”
 
Fine fine fine the word had lost all meaning, sounded fully fucking foreign by the time Tuesday dinner scratched like sand down Shane’s parched throat and his chest ached with the misery in Ilya’s eyes and the girls slowly went quieter and quieter as the exhaustion of the exciting day finally sapped the energy from their little bodies.
 
“Bed time.” Sveta chuckled when Mariya fell asleep slumped over on the couch, a book in her hands and a water bottle still clutched to her chest. “Ilyushka, Coach, you got them?”
 
“Yeah, of course.” Shane peeled himself from Ilya’s side slowly, reluctantly, leaving their pinkies hooked as long as he could until they had to separate entirely to each pick up a sleep heavy, almost deliriously drowsy twin. 
 
“C’mon, baby.” Shane held Mariya tight in his arms following Ilya up the stairs to their little second floor kingdom. “You gotta stand up long enough to brush your teeth.” 
 
“No, Coach.” Mariya complained sleepily. “No teeth.” 
 
“Is okay to skip for a night.” Ilya decided when Nadya steadfastly refused to even open her eyes when he tried to set her down on her feet in the bathroom to wash up. “Even if they wake up as toothless goblins for not brushing after dinner."
 
“No, Daddy.” Mariya’s complaint picked up a notch towards tearful. “No, I want all my teeth.” 
 
“N-not my teef!” Nadya wailed and Ilya sighed, rolling his eyes in fond exasperation towards Shane as he tried to reassure the over tired little ones, “No, okay. You will have all teeth in the morning. I promise.” 
 
“Nice going.” Shane needled him as he lay Mariya out on her bed and went to grab all the required stuffies. “Now they’re going to wake up and ask Sveta to count their teeth and you’ll have to explain why you traumatized them.” 
 
“Shut up.” Ilya tossed Boris the Tiger in his direction, knowing full well Shane wouldn’t dare bat the precious tiger out of the air in retaliation when Mariya was tired enough to burst into tears at the slightest provocation. 
 
“Th-th-that’s rude, Daddy.” Nadya informed him, and Ilya kissed her forehead, tucking an errant curl into her bonnet and pulling her blankets up to her shoulders. 
 
“Don’t worry, Nadyushka.” he soothed. “Coach knows I am only teasing.” 
 
“I know he’s teasing.” Shane confirmed, and flipped Mariya’s blanket back to make sure she had her sleep socks on. “All warm, Mayday?” 
 
“Yeah.” Mariya yawned wide enough to make her eyes water, and she scrunched down further in the bed, holding out her little arms for a hug. “Wish you could come to Russia, Coach.” 
 
“You’ll have so much fun over there.” Shane tried to smile for her. “I can’t wait to hear all about it.” 
 
Ilya pressed at his waist as they passed switching beds to hug the other twin, and Shane held his hand briefly before going to hug Nadya too, “Have fun with your Grandad, Nadya. I’ll miss you guys.” 
 
“Hmm.” Nadya snuggled in tighter with Blitzen the Sloth and sighed, “L-L-Love you, Coach.” 
 
“Oh.” Shane’s eyes went wide, and he swallowed hard, his throat clicking suddenly dry. Ilya turned from Mariya’s bed to stare at him and Shane bent right back down to hug Nadya again, tucking her in more secure and kissing her right on the forehead. “Okay. Okay yeah, I love you too.” 
 
He went back to Mariya, double checking that Boris was appropriately snuggled, adjusting her bonnet and kissing her forehead too, “I love you, Mayday. Love you guys lots. Sweet dreams, okay?” 
 
“...you are okay?” Ilya whispered as they closed the door to the bedroom and walked down the stairs hand in hand. 
 
“I need a second.” Shane needed a second, needed a minute, needed maybe a whole fucking reset on his day to figure out what the sleepy soft words from Nadya had done to his goddamn heart. “I need uh–” he squeezed Ilya’s hand hard, then ducked away down the hall to the master bathroom. “Be right back.” 
 
“Okay.” Ilya watched him go, then pushed at his chest, right over his aching heart and sighed, and went back to the kitchen to finish the dinner dishes and do one last good clean of the kitchen so they didn’t have to worry about it in the morning. 
 
“Are the girls already asleep?” Svetlana willingly stepped out of the way of the sink so he could take over the soaking pots and pans. "Everyone is okay?"
 
“Da, they are already in comas.” Ilya pushed his sleeves up and grabbed the sponge to tackle scrubbing the heavy pots. “You are ready for bed too?” 
 
“I’ll finish a little clean up and then I need a shower.” Svetlana peeked down the hallway to make sure it was empty, then folded her arms and lowered her voice, “Ilyushka, your Jane is not spending the night?” 
 
“No.” Ilya answered shortly, and she frowned, “Why not? Because me and the girls are here? Because that is stupid, you know that is stupid, right?” 
 
He kept scrubbing, and Svetlana moved closer, “Why isn’t he staying the night? We don’t leave until tomorrow afternoon, you can’t tell me you are choosing to say good-bye earlier than you have to?” 
 
“Yes, is exactly what we are choosing.” Ilya rinsed out the pot and set it on the drying rack, not pausing for even a second before attacking the next, scrubbing and scraping at the dinner stains.
 
“Why?!” 
 
“Is not your business.” he informed her shortly. “But Shane did not go to Montreal for Father’s Day and he says his parents have an anniversary this week, so he will get up very early tomorrow and drive to see them. He has things to do at the cottage property, things to check on in Ottawa and even rental properties and things. He is busy this week and is good for him to be busy so–” 
 
Clang the pot slipped from his soapy hands and rattled against another in the sink and Ilya closed his eyes briefly. “Is good for Shane to be busy so he does not miss us. And is good for me to know he is busy so I do not worry he is missing us.” 
 
“I think that is a terrible idea.” Svetlana said bluntly, and Ilya shook his head, went back to scrubbing, "No, is a good idea. It is also easier on the girls to say goodnight and goodbye now. Not in the morning when everything is busy and stressful. Shane did not want to stress them out any and that is good. Is a good decision, he is always looking out for our girls.” 
 
“Ah. Well.” Svetlana couldn’t argue with the point about Shane always looking out for the twins, he was fiercely protective over their little hearts and she loved him for it. But still, “You could go to the cabin with him tonight.” 
 
She watched closely to see if Ilya’s shoulders slumped relieved at the permission, but no, he tensed up even more at the suggestion, and she clicked her tongue, “Ilyushka, it is a terrible fucking idea for you to make each other so sad by saying goodbye so soon! Go out to the cabin with him! He can still leave very early in the morning and you can come home to East End after saying goodbye there. You will still be here before the girls wake up, and we can still be out the door to the airport with little fuss.” 
 
“We talked about that too.” Ilya tried to smile grateful for her thoughtfulness. It came out miserable. “But this goodbye is terrible no matter what, so maybe is better not to drag it out, right? He already said bye to the girls, I will finish cleaning up and we will say bye and then it’s– it’s an easy transition. The girls are asleep, he will be at the cabin to pack his own things, you and I can finish here. Is the best plan. Easy for everyone.” 
 
“I don’t know if it’s the best plan, but it’s certainly very self-sacrificing of the two of you.” Svetlana pulled down a wine glass from the cupboard and uncorked the nearly bottle on the counter. “And Shane will… what? Say bye to you, then make that awful drive down that shitty road to the cabin and spend the night alone, get up after probably not sleeping at all and make a very tired drive all the way to Ottawa, then to Montreal?"
 
“That is the plan.” Ilya set another pot on the drying rack and plunged his hands back into the soapy water for the last pan. “But you are not helping anything by saying it like that.” 
 
The plan had been carefully thought out and talked through over the course of the last two weeks, figured out step by step to avoid any unnecessary stress on the twins, any disruptions to the packing schedule, any unnecessary strife by dragging out the unavoidably emotional good-bye. It was a workable, practical, feasible plan to tackle the shitty reality of the upcoming separation, but it all sounded much less efficiently pragmatic and much more self-punishingly lonely when Sveta said it in that tone of voice with her head tilted and green eyes gone sympathetically soft. 
 
“Is fine, Sveta.” Ilya shook his head stubbornly. “We do not want to say goodbye, but putting it off will only be worse. And dragging it out–” 
 
“No, I know. I heard you.” She tossed the empty wine bottle in the trash and took a sip from her glass. “You almost even sound convinced of it.” 
 
Ilya’s throat moved as he swallowed hard, the muscle in his jaw ticking as he tried to lock himself down calm about it. “Do not tease, Sveta. Tonight is difficult enough.”
 
“I am not teasing, my love.” She said quietly, sadly. “I just thought– I just hoped we were past the part where you keep making decisions that break your own heart.” 
 
“Hopefully this is the last one.” Ilya stacked the last pan with the rest of the dishes, then fished around in the sink to unplug the drain. “Hopefully after this summer, everything will be different.” 
 
“Uh, hey.” Shane rapped his knuckles at the door frame hovering uncertainty just outside of the kitchen. “I don’t mean to interrupt.” 
 
“Don’t be silly, Coach.” Svetlana shook her head. "You are not interrupting."
 
"Sveta, leave the mess for me." Ilya grabbed a rag to dry his hands, “I will finish when I am back.” 
 
“I do not mind–” she started to offer, but Ilya shook his head, “Leave for me.” 
 
He’d need something to do with his hands, with the noise in his head and the pain in his heart after saying good-bye out in the driveway, and what was left of the kitchen mess wasn’t much, but it would give him some time to decompress before trying to get some sleep, so, “Please.” he added belatedly. “Just– I will do it.” 
 
“Okay.” Svetlana took her wine glass and squeezed past Shane at the door, patting at his arm as she went. “I’ll go check on the girls, you guys take your time.” 
 
Ilya waited until her light footsteps had faded up the stairs towards the twins room, then turned to Shane anxiously, his next breath labored as he asked, “You are ready to go?” 
 
“No. Fuck no.” Shane shook his head. “But I have to be, right? So let’s do this, I guess.” 
 
“Come on.” Ilya held out his hand and Shane wound their fingers together, his shoulders slumping as he let Ilya lead him down the hall, to the front door and outside to the car. 
 
“I think ah–” Ilya dropped Shane’s hand and folded his arms across his chest, propping himself against the car door and staring down at his feet. “I think this was easier before.” 
 
“Before.” Shane repeated blankly. “What was easier before?” 
 
“Saying goodbye.” Ilya clarified haltingly. “Before. When we were–” he waved his hand over his shoulder meaning before Montbonne, before ten years apart, before Vegas. “Was easier. We could not be honest, so we would only text. We would say have a nice summer or see you next season. And that was it.” 
 
“Right. Yeah.” Shane kicked at a small rock in the driveway. “Easier because we weren’t talking and were just– just doing the–” 
 
He bit out a curse, “Fuck. This is so stupid, Ilya. I don’t want to talk about before. I don’t wanna do this.” 
 
“My Shane.” Ilya pushed off the car and dragged Shane into a hard kiss. Shane kissed him back right away, grabbing at his rear, his shoulders, shoving his hands up to tangle into Ilya’s hair and holding him tight. He gasped ragged and needy and open mouthed, and Ilya thrust his tongue past his lips to taste him, driving the kiss messy and tightening his grip bruising at Shane’s side until Shane had to break away to suck in a harsh breath, “Fuck. Fuck Ilya– I don’t– baby please–” 
 
“Every time we texted before.” Ilya came close again, pushing their foreads together and kneading at Shane’s back restlessly. “Every single time. We said 'see you next season' or 'have fun in Russia; or to have boring summers.” 
 
“I know.” Shane nodded against him. “I know. I remember all of it.” 
 
“I was too scared,” Ilya whispered it into a barely there brush of lips, “to say I would miss you. But every summer, I missed you.” 
 
“I know.” Shane whispered back desperately, his hold in Ilya’s hair tugging painful. “I missed you too. Every fucking summer.” 
 
“I counted the days.” Ilya admitted next, hushed and hoarse and honest. “Until I could come back. Not only to escape Russia again, but to see you.” 
 
“I um–” Shane slid his foot forward to bump at Ilya’s, notching his knee between Ilya’s legs. “I would copy the game schedule. Take pictures of it on my phone. Add it to my spreadsheets. I wanted to know exactly how many days until I saw you again every single time.” 
 
“I hate this.” Ilya closed his eyes and Shane made a quiet, wounded sound from deep in his chest when he agreed, “I hate it too, this is the fucking worst. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to–” 
 
“Okay listen.” Ilya cut him off before the heartache echoing in Shane’s voice cracked through the last dredges of his self control. “Listen. This time we know we will miss each other, yes? We know we are counting down the days. So we do not have to say it.” 
 
“...what?” 
 
“We already know.” Ilya repeated. “About missing each other. So we can pretend. We can maybe say goodbye like–” 
 
“Like we used to.” Shane realized. “With no big feelings.” 
 
“Da, like we used to.” Ilya nodded in relief, “Maybe it will be easier than saying the actual words. We know,” he tapped at his chest. “So if we do not say it, maybe goodbye will be easier.” 
 
“Right.” Shane sniffed. “Okay. So.” he took a deep breath and squared his shoulders, holding out his hand. “Have a nice summer, Rozanov. Enjoy friendly Russia.” 
 
“Yes, and you will have a very boring summer like you do every year.” Ilya shook Shane’s hand, then turned it over and kissed his palm, held it to the side of his face and closed his eyes, “I love you, Shane Hollander.” 
 
“Hey, no– no fair.” Shane choked out. “No fair, you can’t say– I thought we were going to–” 
 
“Ya tebya lyublyu.” Ilya closed his other hand at Shane’s wrist and pulled him in for one last, desperate kiss. “My Shane, my forever. Ya tebya lyublyu. Now please go so it is not any harder. Please.” 
 
“You’re a fucking asshole.” Shane wiped his eyes and Ilya smiled sad and heartbroken, “You like it.” 
 
“I love it.” Shane fumbled opening his car door, his hands shaking too hard to work properly. “I love you. Text me in the morning?” 
 
“Da, konechno.” Ilya made himself back up, one step two steps three steps until his heels hit the bottom step of the porch step. “I will.” 
 
“And call me?” Shane was stalling, holding onto the top of the door with one foot in the car and one foot on the ground ready to run right back to Ilya at the slightest shift, the smallest motion like Ilya might reach for him again. “You’ll call me.” 
 
“I will call you.” Ilya promised quietly, and Shane stared at him for a minute longer, dark eyes over full in what was left of the moonlight before he cursed again and forced himself into the front seat, down the long driveway and down the street gone. 
 
Ilya went right to the backyard for a cigarette, sitting on the cold concrete pad with his back to the hard retaining wall that kept the sloped yard from spilling over onto the porch. The nicotine did nothing but curdle his stomach, the smoke searing at his lungs, but Ilya smoked the entire cigarette anyway. He drew it out punishingly long, tilted his head back staring up at the night sky and away from the warm light of the kitchen windows and stayed outside away from the waiting suitcases, the already organized passports and travel paperwork and his phone so he wouldn't do anything stupid like throw it all away and call Shane to beg him to come back.
 
Fuck. Ilya had to be stronger that this, he had to be less pathetic than this, he needed to settle down and focus because the four weeks in Russia wouldn't be over until he got through the last night home and the first night gone, so okay.
 
Okay.
 
The last dredges of the cigarette were ashy on Ilya's tongue, his lips dry and tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth when he eased gingerly up from the hard concrete and made his way stiffly back inside to face the rest of his lonely, miserable night.
 
“Hullo, my love.” Svetlana was waiting at the kitchen table for him, her wine glass in her hand and her expression careful, voice soft and hand outstretched for him. “Are you okay?” 
 
“Go take a shower.” Ilya ignored her outstretched hand and the offer of understanding, and picked up the rag and cleaning spray to wipe down the counters. “I will finish in here and then we can gather the bags to the front door with our lists to check last minute things in the morning."
 
“Ilyushka.” she tried again. “Do you want to talk about--" 
 
“No.” 
 
“I know you aren’t–” 
 
“Sveta.” He braced his hands on the counter and hung his head. “Please. Leave it alone.” 
 
It had been almost twenty minutes and there was no message on his phone from Shane, not a text from the stop sign at the end of the street or from the turn off for the road to the cabin, not a quick message so Ilya knew Shane had gotten to the cabin safely or a longer message because saying goodbye like they used to had seemed like the easier idea at the time, but now Ilya was kicking himself, hating himself for being such a goddamn coward he hadn’t been able to say what he needed before leaving the very next day to be gone for a month.
 
“This is stupid.” he muttered, and Sveta stayed at the table to wait and listen, but stayed quiet to give him the space to get it all out. 
 
“I am so fucking–” Ilya scrubbed at the counter ruthlessly. “Is pathetic. I know. Is only a few weeks. We will text and we will call, it is not like summers before when we could not talk and is not like the summer after Vegas. We are only gone for a month and then we will be home again and he will be here waiting but I ah– I can’t–” 
 
“Ilyushka.” Sveta tsked at him gently. “I am so sorry. Maybe he is not calling because he is trying to stick to your stupid plan. You should call him instead, you should maybe drive out–” 
 
She stopped, they both stopped and turned towards the hall confused when the deadbolt on the front door opened cha-chunk, then the bottom lock clicked loudly open as well. 
 
“That is not the noise when the code is punched in.” She started to frown. “Who–?” 
 
“Ilya?” Shane stepped into the front entryway and tossed his house key in the bowl on the little table. He looked stressed, his face puffy and eyes red and he kicked right out of his shoes, hurrying almost running down the hall to get to the kitchen. “Ilya. Hey.” 
 
“Shane.” Ilya stared at him. “What–?” 
 
“Is this okay?” Shane shot a nervous look at Sveta, then scooted forward another few steps to get closer to Ilya. “Is it okay that I came back?” 
 
“Yes, of course.” he started, “But why– oh.” 
 
Shane grabbed him into a bruising kiss, both hands clenched into Ilya’s shirt so he could crush their mouths together, and Ilya stumbled back into the cupboards, one hand at Shane’s waist and the other feeling behind him so they didn’t bang into the hard countertops. 
 
“I got to the stop sign at the end of the road and couldn’t keep going.” Shane broke away only far enough to whisper harsh right against ilya’s lips, his eyes closed and hair falling over Ilya’s forehead because he refused to give up even a fraction more space. “I just fucking sat there staring at the road because I’m not ready to say goodbye. I know I have to get up early to get on the road to Montreal, I know we decided an early goodbye would be easier on the girls, better for everyone probably, but I don’t care. I’d rather be here.” 
 
Breathe. “I’d rather be home.” 
 
“…Home?”
 
“You said I’m allowed to be selfish, so this is me being selfish.” Shane pressed even closer, notching their legs together and hooking his other hand at Ilya’s necklace, rubbing his thumb restlessly over the golden cross. “I know what we said and decided and all the reasons why it all made sense but I don’t care. I don’t care. I wanted to be home tonight and I know it’s gonna mess up the plan for tomorrow but—but oh well.” 
 
He nodded a few times. “It’s just– whatever. Fuck that plan, you’re just going to have to deal with it because I miss you and I love you and it’s fucking insane to give up any time before Russia, that’s a stupid idea, and I hate it so I’m here.” 
 
Swallow. “I’m here. Is that okay?” 
 
Ilya’s eyes were wet and his laugh a little hoarse, his fingers shaking as he brushed the scatter of freckles high on Shane’s cheek. “You– you are yelling about being selfish, but Shanychka, i stopped listening after you called being here with me, home.” 
 
“Right. Here with you.” Shane gave another quick nod. “Home. So it’s– it’s okay?” 
 
“Are you kidding me?” Ilya cupped Shane’s chin and brought him in for a grateful, adoring kiss. “You will get fucked stupid for that tonight.” 
 
“Jesus Christ, I hate how romantic that is.” Shane hiccuped a laugh and Ilya kissed him again, lingering over it and murmuring, “Because you know I mean it in the best way, yes?” 
 
“Yeah, I do.” Shane folded into him for a tight hug, muffling the words into Ilya’s shoulder. “I really really do.” 
 
“Boys.” Svetlana cleared her throat lightly and Shane flushed when he remembered she was still standing there in the kitchen watching them. He didn't back down though, didn't pull away or apologize for the interruption, just wrapped an arm at Ilya's waist and dropped a kiss at Ilya's cheek before asking--
 
"Sveta. Do you uh-- do you need help with anything? Anything I can do tonight or to make it easier in the morning, I'll get your suitcase or something?"
 
“No.” she shook her head. “But I am going to take my wine with me to bed, so I’d like to hug you goodbye first if that’s alright?” 
 
“Fuck." Shane realized. "Fuck, I didn’t say goodbye to you the first time.” 
 
“It’s okay.” She waved off his immediate worry, and opened her arms. "You had other things on your mind then and you have other things on your mind now, so I will get out of the way. Here please, Coach.” 
 
Shane untangled from Ilya’s side and went to hug her, sliding his arms carefully around her slight frame and hugging her close for a long minute. “Thank you.” he mumbled. “And I’ll be gone in the morning, maybe before you get up, but definitely before the girls do. So if I don’t see you...?” 
 
“Don’t worry.” She squeezed him back as tight as she could and lay a quick kiss on his cheek. “I will take care of your Lily and our girls.” 
 
“You be safe too.” Shane reminded as he backpedaled into Ilya’s waiting arms, and Svetlana smiled, “Always. Good night, boys.” 
 
“Do you need help with anything?” Shane turned into Ilya again. “What can I do so we can be done for the night and go to bed?” 
 
“Just you.” Ilya picked up his hand and kissed the center of his palm again. “I only need you, dorogoy.” 
 
“Let’s go then.” Shane turned off the kitchen lights and wound their fingers together, taking the lead down the hall to the master bedroom. “Cos I need you too. Come on.” 
 
*****
 
Ilya fucked him bare that night, pushed Shane face down into the pillows and braced his knees on either side of Shane’s thighs to pin him still, stretched out over his body and grinding into him frantic, laying heavy and sweaty and slick along his back and whispering desperate, sweet things into his ear. 
 
“I need you.” He panted and Shane nodded against the pillow, “You have me, I’m— I’m yours.”
 
“Shane.” 
 
“Baby.” Shane scrabbled at the sheets trying to push back against him, arching his back as best he could trying to get Ilya deeper..“I’m here. I’m here.”
 
”Need you home with me.” Ilya’s hand tightened at Shane’s hip, fingers digging crescents at the soft give of his waist. “Need you home always.”
 
”Yeah.” Shane gasped. “Yeah yeah yeah, anything you want. Whatever you want. I’m home.” He dropped his head into the pillows groaning when Ilya’s hips stuttered, the next stroke bottoming out hard. “I’m home.”
 
”Fuck, Shane.” Ilya propped up on his arms so he could take him harder, each breath straining loud from his throat. “Fuck. Come here.” He grabbed Shane’s chin, forcing his face out of the pillow and around for an awkwardly angled kiss. “Open for me, here right here, open.” 
 
Shane’s mouth fell open obedient and hungry and Ilya shoved two fingers past his plush lips to press at his tongue and muffle Shane’s ragged plea for more, the stammered promise to give Ilya everything. 
 
“This is all I want.” Ilya groaned into his ear, twisting his fingers at Shane’s tongue. “This is everything I want. Want you home with me, this is everything I need—“ a burst of Russian punctuated the next several hard thrusts, Ilya driving in deep and grinding at Shane’s stretched rim. “My Shane. My forever.” 
 
“Ilya please." Shane finished to the sound of Ilya’s voice rasping deep in his ear, the audible adoration in every grunted syllable. He came grinding into the pillow shoved under his hips, choking on a sob as Ilya kept driving into him and trying to push back, curling his toes at the sheets and trying to lift his hips to push back into each stroke so Ilya could bruise his way deeper inside, so Shane would feel it in the morning and through the day, for hours after they had to say goodbye. 
 
Not yet, not yet, not yet. Shane wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet, and when Ilya finally finished folded over his body and shuddering as the tight clench of Shane’s core milked him dry, Ilya set his lips to the curve of Shane's throat and muttered hoarsely, “I know, sweetheart. I’m not ready to say good-bye either.” 
 
Clean up was quick. Shane stayed on the bed with his arms over his eyes trying to catch his breath and Ilya rushed to get a washcloth, rushed to toss messy items in the laundry, rushed back to bed because he was loathe to leave Shane for even a very few necessary minutes. 
 
“Come here.” Ilya pulled Shane into his arms as soon as he got back in bed, dragging Shane up over his chest. “Ya tebya lyublyu. I love you.”
 
”Y-yeah.” Shane nuzzled a kiss over the too fast thump-thump of Ilya’s heart and nodded. “I love you too.” 
 
“I’m glad you came home tonight.” Ilya said then, and Shane had to close his eyes when the burn of tears made his throat close up aching. 
 
”…me too. I'm so fucking glad to be home."
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes: 
 
This chapter got angstier than I thought it would (sorry) but while editing I realized, it sort of HAD to. No way we can do a slide into Russia while hanging out in Ilya's head and watching Shane watch Ilya collapse in on himself and NOT get angsty. 
 
Team Hollanov forever, it's simple, they love each other, yes obviously of course. BUT even when we are putting the work in to heal, to actively get better and be better, there might always be things that trigger us and sometimes those triggers can crop up and hit us so much harder than we ever think. 
 
There's been several instances in especially the early parts of this fic where something seemingly innocuous would trigger Shane (being teased about being a fraidy cat when it never used to bother him) or something he thought he was over but just kidding, it still fucks him up (Vegas obviously) and we've seen the anniversary of his injury and how he was no where near over it- we know Shane has struggled, we've lived in his head. 
 
But so much of Ilya's work in Deja Vu was done off screen, so other than his confession in 14 about worrying Shane would break his heart and some tough convos through monkhood we haven't really seen the extent of how badly The Russia Bogeyman and all the assorted Alexei of it all still triggers him. Those of us with family trauma and especially family trauma linked to strong cultural expectations and guilt ridden caretaking understand how instantly crippling those triggers can be, and how heavy/impossible it feels to try and justify escaping it.
 
For the record, our mental health and well being IS always worth escaping any situation that puts us in that shitty awful headspace, but that is a sentiment easier said than done-- for whatever reason, our own peace and happiness never seems like a valid reason to cut toxic ties and move on with life, we are branded selfish and failures for prioritizing ourselves instead of molding ourselves into someone and something to be used, and that is a large part of what Ilya is struggling with here. 
 
Okay, moving on to lighter things: 
 
Favorite thing: Watching Shane figure out how to be there for Ilya. I love the progression of him encouraging Ilya to take his calls because they have time, he's not worried or inconvenienced. Ilya can interrupt their good moments with necessary things and Shane won't be mad-- which is a marked difference from early fic Shane who froze up/melted down at changes in plans because he was so uncertain of where he fit into Ilya's life-- and that translates into big changes of plan for llya's birthday being something Shane can roll with and is happy to reassure Ilya about over and over. 
 
The gentle Shane who went from absolutely down to frolic nekkid to fully ready to hold Ilya with no sex expected and no disappointment at the change of plans, to the bratty Shane who trapped Ilya's dick in his bootyhole and said 'talk or forfeit an orgasm' is mayyyybe my favorite animal ever. Definitely love the reassurance of a safe word for obvious reasons, but OBSESSED with Shane taking into account how their physical intimacy is being louder than their words, all the reasons monkhood was necessary to further their relationship in honest ways, and all their jokes about being horny boys etc etc-- to figure out Ilya needed ALL OF IT all at once to get past the block in his head. 
 
Getting to finally write these boys on the others ide of the first 20 chapters (and vegas) of hard work and introspection and so many difficult moments is SO rewarding. It's simple, they love each other, and together they can figure the rest out. 
 
Cooking School where Ilya gets to make fun things on a mini vacation HERE. 
 
Special Note for the good-bye scene: How they planned the entire night to be as low stress as possible for the girls, didn't want to put each other through dragging out the goodbye because no goodbye would ever be ENOUGH so better to just move on, even Ilya suggesting that they pretend like they did before Vegas because now they KNOW the truth, they don't have to say all the things and get worked up sad about it-- only for Ilya to break halfway through and tell Shane he loved him and beg him to go because it hurt too much, and for Shane to literally not get further away than the stop sign at the end of the street because its bullshit and he hates it. Ilya is struggling with still needing to/feeling guilted in to making decisions for the better of everyone except him, but Shane is finally for the first time in his life being brave enough to loudly go after what he wants and needs and his bravery is enough to carry both of them through this. 
 
Which leads me right to my other favorite scene: The 'home' scene. I've had this written out for MONTHS. Literally since April/May. Some details have obviously changed to reflect where it finally landed in the story but I always knew it would be Ilya giving Shane keys in the ring box and Shane being surprised at the timing but very specifically NOT panicking when he thought it a ring, I knew Shane would use his keys to get into the East End house instead of the code because now it's his space, he belongs there and he knows it, he was always going to announce that he wanted to be HOME and Ilya would put him through the mattress in that very specific way (reminiscent of their first time in the apartment bakery).
 
NOTE: The keys are so important to me. There's multiple instances of the boys choosing physical, tangible, yes old fashioned but literal physical SOLID things to emphasize their importance to one another (photo albums, actual wall calendars) and the keys are another. A solid, hold it in your hand reminder that there is space, a spot to be welcomed, no permission needed, Shane just BELONGS. Yes a house key is sort of redundant when our phones can literally control entire home security systems but they went so long without ANY physical proof of their relationship, a key is so simple but so perfect as a way to reinforce 'home'. (obviously a ring would be perfect too, don't worry, Ilya is working on it) 
 
IMPORTANT THING: "Love you Coach". Those girls are his BABIES. 
 
Coming Up: Distance and yearning and text messages that are the equivalent of writing love letters whilst staring dramatically out a window at the rain because RUSSIA. 
 
Thanks for reading and btw DC Montbonne, I already miss you. 







      

  












      Chapter 29: Penpals (write me a love song)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Content Warning: Long Distance Emotions. 

Reminder for Spoilers! Montbonne has grown to a big (huge??) community and lots of people are busy and can’t read right away. Yes tag me in all the posts, of course I want to yap about every single thing, but also definitely use spoiler sparkles. 

This is a short chapter but there are some very BIG things mixed into all these texts (and some tiny scream worthy things!!)  and I want everyone to find it on their own vs having everything spoiled on main. 

Thanks for reading!








  
32 Days
 
From Lily: Boarding the plane. I am counting the days to be home again. 
 
From Jane: I know this is gonna be hard for you, but coming home to Montbonne will feel like fucking paradise. Count down the days if it helps. I’ll count down too. 
 
From Lily: Not home to Montbonne. Home to you. 
 
From Jane: Baby. 
 
From Lily: Is the worst deja vu to leave you behind and go to Russia with Sveta. Is not Vegas, but it feels too much like Vegas and too much like all the other summers. 
 
From Lily: So I am counting the days to be home with you. Does not matter if is the cabin or East End or the ice rink or Jacob’s Place or the bakery. 
 
From Lily: Wherever I get to see you and hold you again, that is home.
 
From Lily: That is my fairy tale. 
 
From Lily: I am counting the days. 2 days to travel. 28 days in Russia. 2 days to travel home. 32 days.
 
From Jane: Just make SURE you come home to me this time. Promise. 
 
From Lily: I promise. Ya tebya lyublyu, Shanychka. 
 
From Jane: I love you too. 
 
From Jane: How many days again? 
 
From Lily: 32.
 
From Jane: Fuck.
 
*****
 
30 Days
 
From Lily: Landed in Moscow. Every year I forget how long this flight is and I think is longer because I do not want to take it.
 
From Lily: But the flight home is so long too, maybe longer. Flight to Moscow is too long because I do not want to go. Flight home is too long because I am impatient. 
 
From Lily: I already miss you. Чмок-чмок
 
*
 
From Lily: I feel bad for first person to try and take Masha and Nadyushka on a vacation. They are spoiled with full carryons and first class tickets, we take them to the lounge for layovers and they get souvenirs and trinkets on every stop. Land in Moscow and Granddad Sergei sent a car for us. 
 
From Lily: They will think all travel is like this. Then some middle class person will take them for a trip and fly economy and they will not understand what that word means. 
 
From Lily: Maybe we will need to spoil them a little less so they will not be shocked by plebian things. 
 
*
 
From Lily: Granddad Sergei redid the girls’ room. Is so big it makes the goblin kingdom seem small and they have a thousand stuffies. At least a thousand. There are animals here I have not heard of. 
 
From Lily: What in the fuck is a capybara? Is a rat, yes? The stuffed capybara is up to Nadya’s waist. Bozhe moy, I am worried it is a real taxidermied capybara because I do not think they make stuffies of rats. 
 
From Lily: There is a slide from their door to the downstairs and Masha went down backwards the first time. Nadya sat with the ugly rat and went down too and now they want one for East End. 
 
From Lily: Tell me, Mr. Real Estate Cottage Builder. Does East End need a slide? 
 
*
 
From Lily: Sveta and I have separate bedrooms here. Has been like that for a long time. 
 
From Lily: Sergei was not happy about the divorce but is most important for him that his daughter is happy and granddaughters are safe and loved. He knows Sveta is happy in Boston and the girls are safe and loved and home in Montbonne, so is okay. 
 
From Lily: And I make him birthday cake every single year, and no one can be upset with birthday cake. 
 
From Lily: You did not ask but is important you know that even in Russia, we sleep separate. The divorce is known, we do not come to Russia and play traditional married family for Sergei's sake.
 
*
 
From Lily: Time difference is seven hours. Is almost midnight here, so is dinner time in Montbonne. 
 
From Lily: Maybe you are worried about safety if you text me too much, and yes I have to be careful. I will be careful. But is not dangerous at the country house with Sergei and Sveta and I already talked about keeping close to conversations so ‘Coach’ is not mentioned as boyfriend. 
 
From Lily: Please text me. 
 
From Lily: I do not know if lots of texting will help the days go faster or not, but I do not want to go so many days without talking to you. 
 
From Lily: I miss you.
 
*****
 
29 Days
 
From Jane: Hi. 
 
From Jane: I’m sorry. 
 
From Jane: I miss you too. I should have said that first. Sorry. I miss you and I’m sorry. 
 
From Jane: I’ve been frozen for like three days. Ever since I left East End. I knew what time you were leaving for the airport and what time the flight to Boston left and what time you were gonna fly out of Boston towards Moscow and I kept staring at the flight tracker and counting the time and trying to figure out where you’d be and when you’d be there and marking down your layovers with all the time changes. 
 
From Jane: Idk. I just kept switching from checking the time to checking my phone and tracking your flight and then back to the time and my phone and fuck. I dunno. 
 
From Jane: I fucking blinked and realized I’d been sitting on my couch for hours. 
 
From Jane: Then you texted ALOT and I didn’t know what to say. I was so fucking happy to hear from you but then it hit me like fuck, that means you’re really in Russia. You’re really gone and that fucking far away and I panicked. Or shut down. Whatever. 
 
From Jane: I didn’t know what to say. And usually when I don’t have any words, you’ve got words or we can just sit or you kiss me until I forget about it or at least until my head gets quiet again, but you aren’t here. You’re in fucking RUSSIA and every time I remembered that it sorta started the whole fucking shut down thing again. 
 
From Jane: Shit. Can I talk about kissing you? Delete that message. Screenshot it and then delete it. Sorry. 
 
From Jane: Okay. I dunno if I’ll be able to text back right when you text me. At least not right away. Maybe when I’m more used to you being gone? Idk. 
 
From Jane: I promise I WILL text back when I can do it without freezing up. I will. It just might not be right away because I’ll need the time to get my words. 
 
From Jane: But I have an idea. 
 
From Jane: For the next four weeks, let’s be honest with each other. About what we actually think and how we really feel. We’ll say it all right when we want to, text every time we think about each other or want to talk or want to send a picture or anything like that. 
 
From Jane: With the time difference and my brain being… noisy… maybe we won’t be able to text back right away, but that’s okay. No pressure and no being embarrassed by what we say. I’ll be honest and you’ll be honest. 
 
From Lily: We are already always honest, Shanchyka.
 
From Jane: Oh holy shit, I didn’t think you were awake. It’s like 3am your time. 
 
From Lily: Jet lag. Or the reverse of jet lag because I am so many hours ahead, maybe. And is hard to sleep here for the first few nights.  
 
From Lily: I am glad you texted. 
 
From Jane: Sorry for the delay. 
 
From Lily: No, is okay. I am just glad you found words. 
 
From Lily: You want to text all the time even if we cannot answer right away? And even if is too overwhelming for you to get a lot from me at once?
 
From Jane: Yes. I’ll figure out the freezing up thing. And so long as you don’t mind dealing with my bullshit while I figure it out…
 
From Lily: I do not mind. 
 
From Jane: I know. 
 
From Lily: But you will regret telling me to text all the time when I double and triple and billion-text you in a row like a stalker fangirl. I will be very annoying. I will send Dad jokes. Pointless memes. You will get pictures of flowers and random buildings and snails. 
 
From Jane: Snails, huh? 
 
From Lily: They are effervescent. 
 
From Jane: Well even if you send pictures of snails, I won’t regret it. I don’t regret anything with you. 
 
From Jane: How many days? 
 
From Lily: 29 for you. 28 for me because is after midnight here. 
 
From Jane: Okay. Try to get some sleep. Text me when you wake up or when the girls get up or whenever. All the time. I mean it. 
 
From Lily: Yes, Coach. 
 
From Jane: Nope, try again. 
 
From Lily: I love you and miss you and when I am home again, I would like you to koala strangle me with your thighs. 
 
From Jane: Jesus Christ. 
 
From Jane: I love you too. 
 
*****
 
28 Days 
 
From Lily: *blurry picture of Mariya going headfirst down the slide*
 
From Lily: *picture of Nadya sliding down holding a giant stuffed capybara*
 
From Lily: *picture of Svetlana drinking tea*
 
From Lily: Sergei swears this tea set is from the 1800s. Is very valuable. I think is ugly and maybe will give us lead poisoning for being so old, but I am too nice to say it to his face. 
 
*
 
From Jane: My Dad brought out a thousand piece puzzle for us to do while I’m here. He says I love spreadsheets so much, he never understood why I didn’t like puzzles but now that life is slower for me, maybe I’ll have the time to enjoy putting the pictures together. 
 
From Jane: Update: The puzzle is of a library. A fucking library. Half of the pieces are books and book shelves and the rest are random plants all over the bookshelves. 
 
From Jane: That doesn’t even make any sense. Plants need water and the humidity would wrinkle book pages. Strike one for the puzzle, I guess. 
 
From Jane: Update: It’s been three hours and we are still looking for border pieces. 
 
From Jane: Update: Some squares only have three corners right? Because I’ve gone through every piece in this box and there are only three corners. 
 
From Jane: Update: Apparently cutting a puzzle piece to make it fit isn’t allowed. Apparently this is also the reason Mom is banned from doing puzzles with Dad. 
 
From Jane: This isn’t making me miss you any less, by the way. But it’s better than looking up flights to Moscow and then looking up Russian laws about punishments for homosexuality and PDA for boyfriends. 
 
From Jane: Delete that text. I’m being honest but delete it just to be safe. 
 
*
 
From Lily: Do the books in puzzle have titles? 
 
From Lily: They are probably arranged in puzzle by genre, topic, etc. Match pieces like that and fill in the shelves. 
 
From Lily: My Mama liked puzzles. Was maybe the only thing she and I and Alexei did together. Masha is very good at puzzles but Nadya would probably cut edges to make it fit, too. 
 
From Lily: Paris is prettier than Russia for boyfriends and PDA. We will go together one day and you can speak French to me the entire time while I eat a small country’s worth of fresh pastries and wine. 
 
From Lily: I think it would be a very nice honeymoon. 
 
*Lily unsent a message*
 
From Lily: I know we are being honest. So I will resend that message even if is too much. You do not have to respond to it. 
 
From Lily: I think Paris would be a very nice honeymoon. 
 
*****
 
25 Days
 
From Alicia (bakery): Hi kiddo. You’re back from Montreal, right? Why don’t you come by the bakery for lunch some day this week? 
 
From Shane: Did Ilya ask you to check in on me and make sure I’m eating? 
 
From Alicia (bakery): Did ILYA ask me? 
 
From Alicia (bakery): Oh I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I needed permission from my BOSS to text the Mighty Loons Coach. 
 
From Shane: Alicia. 
 
From Alicia (bakery): Didn’t realize I could only check in on you if ILYA told me to do so. 
 
From Shane: Alicia, I wasn’t trying to be rude. 
 
From Alicia (bakery): God forbid a woman adores the fella who stepped up as step daddy coach of the year for my grandbabies. 
 
From Alicia (bakery): Didn’t realize offering a sandwich was a gesture requiring justification and an examination of my morals. 
 
From Shane: I wasn’t examining your morals?!
 
From Alicia (bakery): Well good, cos I don’t have all that many left. 
 
From Shane: … … … 
 
From Alicia (bakery): And no, Ilya didn’t ask me to check in on you. I told him I would. You can fuss and fluster all you want about being a big strong boy and being able to feed yourself, but you could also just scoot on by and let me fix you lunch. 
 
From Alicia (bakery): It wouldn’t hurt you to just come by and say hi, anyway. I realize I’m not as tasty a TREAT as Mr. Rozanov but I’m good for a chat and a laugh and seeing as how you’re family now, you might as well get used to my sense of humor. 
 
From Shane: How about tomorrow? 
 
From Shane: And please don’t say ‘treat’ to me like that anymore. 
 
From Alicia (bakery): Sweetheart, I will be good god damned before a pretty boy like yourself censors my language. 
 
From Alicia (bakery): See you tomorrow.
 
*****
 
24 Days
 
From Granny Alicia: *picture of Shane in an apron behind the sandwich counter*
 
From Granny Alicia: Look who came by for lunch. 
 
From Granny Alicia: We got a big order for one of those corporate outdoor retreats that are posted up outside of town, so I put him to work making sandwiches while me and the girls got all the chips and cookies packaged up. 
 
From Granny Alicia: You’ll be happy to know our Coach is not only good on the ice, but he’s quick at the sandwich counter and he looks damn good in an apron. 
 
From Granny Alicia: Maybe even better than you, which is saying something. 
 
From Granny Alicia: You doin’ okay over there, love? 
 
From Ilya: Better knowing Shane is doing okay. Thank you for picture.  
 
*
 
From Jane: Went to the bakery for lunch today. Alicia threw an apron at me and told me to get to work. 
 
From Jane: She says smooches and canoodling might work to get free food out of you, but she’s immune to my charms, no matter how ‘snatched’ my waist is? 
 
From Jane: Do I only get free food from you because of the smooches and canoodling? 
 
*
 
From Lily: I think there is no good answer to this. 
 
From Lily: If I say yes, you will think I am calling you a whore. If I say no, you will accuse me of terrible business practices and lecture me about better protecting my profit margins. 
 
From Jane: I might be biased, but I’m pretty sure making the local Coach a sandwich a couple times a week isn’t going to redline your profit margins. 
 
From Lily: There you are. Hi sweetheart. 
 
From Jane: Hi baby. 
 
From Lily: How was sandwich counter? 
 
From Jane: Busy. It was nice. Gave me something to do all day and I’m never at the bakery when it’s busy so it was neat to see how well it runs. 
 
From Jane: I took a nap in the upstairs apartment after. 
 
From Jane: Maybe when you get home, I can come by and work a day or two during the lunch rush? 
 
From Lily: I would like that, but unfortunately no. 
 
From Jane: What? Why not? 
 
From Lily: You in an apron is NSFW. Alicia sent me a picture. Is downright indecent. 
 
From Lily: I finally understand why you are so slutty for me when I bake for you. 
 
From Jane: I’m not slutty for you. 
 
From Lily: Sure, Jan. 
 
From Jane: It’s JANE. 
 
From Lily: Sure, Jane. 
 
*
 
From Jane: I speak Québécois French, not France French, but I’m sure I could figure out any differences in time for a honeymoon.
 
*****
 
21 Days
 
From Lily: I know is very late in Montbonne, but is very early here. 
 
From Lily: I have to go to Moscow to meet with lawyers and with Alexei. 
 
From Lily: I don’t take the girls or Sveta. I do not want the girls to see the person I have to be when I have to deal with all this, I do not want them to see the person I end up being with all this. Is ugly. Family shouldn’t be ugly, but this part is. 
 
From Lily: I wish you were here. I do not know if the process would be easier, but the room would be. Would be easier to sit with the lawyers and paperwork and questions about why I am changing things now after so many years if you were next to me. 
 
From Lily: Dangerous, though. Because they would see me look at you and know I love you. I could not hide it. They would ask the reason to change my niece’s trust and the responsibility for my family and then see you and know I am doing it for you. For us. 
 
From Lily: This is very honest now. 
 
From Lily: If you told me to never come back here, I would say yes. But you wouldn’t tell me to never come back because you know it is important to Sveta and the girls, which means is important to me, so important to you. 
 
From Lily: We are communists now, yes? If it is about me, it is about you and about us. If it is about you, is about me and about us. Mine and yours and ours. 
 
From Lily: I am sorry my side of things comes with so much bullshit. 
 
*
 
From Jane: When you have to see Alexei, just know I’d punch him in the nose no questions asked. 
 
From Jane: You always say he lost his Mama too, he lost his Papa too, that he was a child too. 
 
From Jane: That's great. Congratulations on being a healed human being with plenty of empathy for everyone else. 
 
From Jane: But I don’t give a shit. I don’t have any siblings but I know big brothers are supposed to look out for you. Supposed to protect you. You went through everything he did and decided to work through it all and you turned out great. You are amazing. 
 
From Jane: And hot as fuck, but that's not really the point. 
 
From Jane: The point is, he’s choosing to suck and it sounds like he’s dragging his wife and kid down with him, so maybe one day I'll feel bad for him too, but right now? Fuck no. 
 
From Jane: Here’s some honesty for you. 
 
From Jane: I’d break his fucking nose just because I’m tired of him making you sad. 
 
*
 
From Lily: You are so mean, malysh. 
 
From Jane: I told you. Everyone always thinks I’m nice and polite but really I’m just quiet. I’m a fucking asshole. 
 
From Lily: Vicious koala.
 
From Jane: Fucking *grrrrrrr*
 
*
 
From Lily: Today was a very long day. 
 
From Jane: Did you get to see your niece? 
 
From Lily: Yes. She is almost ready for highschool, but I look at her and think she is still a child. She is only five years older than Mariya and Nadya and that is not much time at all. Fourteen is so young. 
 
From Jane: It wasn’t young for you. 
 
From Lily: No. But is important to me that it stays young for the twins. They will not know the world as ugly as Sveta and I knew it at that age. 
 
From Lily: My niece always asks to meet the girls but I never bring them. She wants to come visit. I told her yes, when she is 18 and can come ALONE, she is welcome in Montbonne. 
 
From Lily: Is not fair, I know. And is another thing to feel guilty about, for keeping the twins and their cousin apart when they have so little family left and could be friends. But protecting Masha and Nadyushka is more important, and for now, that means keeping them from Alexei and his wife and the whole mess. 
 
From Lily: I want Russia to only be good things for the twins. Granddad Sergei and fun trips and being loved so much. Is awful for me, but so long as it is good for them, I will manage. 
 
From Jane: You’re a good Dad, Ilya. 
 
From Ilya: Fuck. I am trying.
 
*****
 
19 Days
 
From Jane: Parents neighbors at the lakehouse got a new boat and now Mom wants one too. Dad gets seasick walking across bridges, and Mom has road rage while pushing a shopping care. I dunno who they think is going to handle this boat in any sorta responsible way. 
 
From Jane: When I go check on the cottage progress, they want to meet in Ottawa and look at a showroom or something. 
 
From Jane: Update: Dad is on board but he wants a pontoon. Something about getting to watch Mom tan? He started singing that yellow polka dot bikini song so I hung up. 
 
From Jane: I could kiss you on a boat. Watch you tan on a boat. 
 
From Jane: Maybe we should get a boat…? 
 
*
 
From Unknown Number: Any strong preferences re: arm floaties or inner tubes? 
 
From Unknown Number: What about goggles? Too much on the face? Or god forbid water gets in the nose? 
 
From Unknown Number: Bathing suit sizes, or is that weird to ask about? Cut me some slack, I’m new at this. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: Who is this? 
 
From Unknown Number: Yuna. 
 
From Unknown Number: Hollander. 
 
From Unknown Number: Shane’s Mom. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: Hello Yuna Hollander Shane’s Mom. I did not know you had my number. 
 
From Yuna: And I put exactly zero thought into YOU not having MY number and how it would seem like a perfect stranger was texting about bathing suits and arm floaties. 
 
From Yuna: Let’s start over. 
 
From Yuna: Hey sweetie, it’s Yuna. I was wondering if the girls had any strong preferences about swim gear. Like arm floaties or just innertubes to bop around in. Can they swim at all? I don’t know how Montbonne is on the swim lesson/community pool front. 
 
From Yuna: Shane was always funny about the big goggles covering too much of his face so I thought maybe Mariya would be funny about that too? But I didn’t want to assume. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: You are asking for swim things for the girls. 
 
From Yuna: For the lake house. I’m sure Shane will buy whatever they need for the cottage once it’s complete, but I thought if we had some at the lake house, it would be easier than you guys schlepping bags full of swim gear back and forth every time you come over.
 
From Ilya Rozanov: I see. Did Shane give you my number? 
 
From Yuna: I asked him for it, yes. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: So you are only texting to ask about swim things, nothing is going on with Shane? 
 
From Yuna: Look bud, I don’t want to be rude, but now that there’s kids involved in this whole thing, you and Shane are basically chopped liver. Move aside and let me focus on the cuter generation. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: …Wow. 
 
From Yuna: Yes, David is reading over my shoulder and is shocked and appalled, but not surprised. Don’t tell me you thought Shane got that bitchy streak from his Dad. That’s all me. 
 
From Yuna: Now, are you going to make me ask a third time about floaties and goggles or… 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: WOW. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: The girls can swim very good, but a lake can be scary, so I think arm floaties and inner tubes both. Nadya likes full face goggles so she can pretend to be a mermaid seeing under the water, but Mariya hates how it squishes her face. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: Last years bathing suit was a size small, but I am not sure about this year yet and what the girls like changes every ten minutes. 
 
From Yuna: Got it. Will leave the bathing suit shopping to Svetlana. 
 
From Yuna: You guys stay safe over there and come home soon, okay? 
 
*
 
From Unknown Number: Hey bud, it’s David Hollander. 
 
From Unknown Number: Just checking in on you and those kiddos and their sweet Mama. Shane didn’t say much about Russia, but I know he’s missing you guys real bad. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: Ah. Everything is okay here. The girls are having a very good time, Sveta is happy to spend do much time with her Papa and that is most important.
 
From David Hollander: That is the most important thing, but I wanted to check on YOU. Sometimes we dads get so caught up making sure the people who love and depend on us are supported, we don’t take care of ourselves and it gets real hard to keep supporting our loved ones if we’re falling apart, right?
 
From Ilya Rozanov: … yes. Is a good reminder, thank you. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: I am doing okay. It is not easy to be here but is easier when the girls and Sveta are so happy. Makes it more worth it. 
 
From David Hollander: Shane said about the same thing when I asked how he was doing. Said me so long as everyone and you were doing okay, he was doing okay too, so I’ll tell you what I told him.
 
From David Hollander: If handling the balance of being okay cos everyone else is okay starts to tip too heavy and you start slipping under it, you just give me a call and I’ll do my best to help.  
 
From David Hollander: In the meantime, it wouldn’t be the worst thing if you sent us pictures too. If you’re comfortable with it, I mean. Shane is pretty good about forwarding some of the girls and you all out seeing the sights, but not always. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: Shane forwards you pictures of the trip? 
 
From David Hollander: Well, we wanted to stay updated. Russia seems like a ball of stress all the way around, but it keeps the worry levels down to see you guys all smiling and having fun together. 
 
From David Hollander: Doesn’t have to be anything too fancy, maybe a group chat where we can see the pictures too? 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: Yes. Okay. I will make a group chat and share pictures. 
 
From David Hollander: Looking forward to it! 
 
From David Hollander: If you need a stopover point between landing in Boston and skedaddling towards Montbonne, just let us know. I’ll get you the code for the Montreal house or you can stop by the lakehouse too. 
 
From David Hollander: Did Shane tell you we’re getting a pontoon boat?
 
From Ilya Rozanov:  He did. Should be very fun. 
 
From David Hollander: So long as we don’t let Yuna drive it. 
 
From Ilya Rozanov: Yes, I’ve heard about her road rage. I do not let Sveta drive either. They can keep each other company while being banned from the steering wheel. 
 
From David Hollander: I knew you’d get it. 
 
From David Hollander: Be safe over there, son. See you soon. 
 
*
 
From Lily: You are forwarding some pictures to your parents? 
 
From Jane: Shit, I should have asked before doing that. They wanted updates to make sure you guys were all doing okay. It’s easier for me to send pictures than to explain… you know. 
 
From Lily: No, is okay. I will start a group chat for pictures to share, then still send you some only for you. 
 
From Jane: They’ll be really excited about that.
 
From Lily: Your mom said some very rude things about not caring about us because the girls were around. 
 
From Jane: That doesn't surprise me at all. She's so happy about the girls. She’s already sent me fifteen different arm floatie colors and designs. 
 
From Lily: Your parents did not think you would ever have kids? 
 
From Jane: I mean, I didn’t either. 
 
From Jane: I told you, I never really dated and definitely didn’t have time for a real relationship that might end in adoption and since a pregnancy sorta ‘traditionally’ occuring wasn’t an option for obvious reasons… yeah. Never thought about kids. 
 
From Lily: But your mom is very happy to pick out floaties. 
 
From Lily: And you were very happy to pick out booster seats. 
 
From Jane: Yeah. Obviously. 
 
From Lily: Of course. Obviously.
 
*****
 
18 Days
 
From Hayden: Ran into your Mom at the store and she was looking at life jackets. Said something about a pontoon boat?
 
From Shane: Jesus Christ. 
 
From Hayden: She also said your sweetie is gone for a while. Out of the country for some family stuff? 
 
From Shane: Yeah and it sucks, but he’ll be back in a couple weeks. How was Mexico? 
 
From Hayden: Jackie wants to move somewhere with no winter immediately and we had to basically kidnap the kids off the beach and force them into the plane to get them home again. 
 
From Hayden: Jackie’s been looking at properties so we could have a permanent vacation spot and the twins refuse to take the braids and beads out of their hair. Arthur brought home a metric ton of seashells somehow? And Amber’s new special interest is the ocean because she spent so much time swimming she mind melded with a tuna fish or something. 
 
From Shane: Let’s plan a family trip down there for the winter. We’ll spend Christmas in Montbonne, but maybe sometime around All Stars weekend we can bounce south. 
 
From Hayden: Family trip. Like all six of us and you and your bf and his kids? 
 
From Shane: Yeah. Could be fun, right? 
 
From Hayden: Are you kidding me? It sounds fucking amazing. Let’s do it.
 
From Shane: We'll figure it out. Put aside a weekend in August for me too. You guys can come up to the cottage before school starts up, meet the girls and my...sweetie.
 
From Hayden: For the record, I told your mom we should call him your significant other.
 
From Hayden: But hell yeah. Can’t wait. 
 
*
 
From Mom: Hayden knows about you and Ilya, right? And he knows WE know about you and Ilya?
 
From Shane: He knows I’m with a guy, yes. Haven’t named Ilya because Hayden regularly spends time with people who would know/recognize Ilya’s name. If it got out in any big way in those circles, it could pretty quickly spread to the rest of the hockey world and until Ilya’s home from Russia, I’m not willing to take the risk.
 
From Mom: No, I totally get it. 
 
From Mom: I’m asking because I saw him at the store and mentioned your sweetie being gone. He got real awkward and very carefully asked if I meant your “significant other”. 
 
From Mom: I just laughed and he basically whispered at me that because you were so private about everything, he wanted to make sure WE were being be careful and private too. 
 
From Mom: Hayden Pike. The man who once dropped trou in my living room to ask me to look at a weird mole on his backside because Jackie was gone visiting her parents and he was too embarrassed to ask the team doctor. 
 
From Mom: The same man who proudly and loudly announced 'got her on the first try' when Jackie got pregnant with the twins on their honeymoon.
 
From Mom: THAT man wanted to make sure he emphasized the importance of being careful and private about saying ‘significant other’ vs ‘sweetie’. 
 
From Shane: That makes me feel like I should just tell him about Ilya. Obviously he wouldn’t say anything. 
 
From Mom: He wouldn’t MEAN to say anything, but I think you’re right to be cautious at least until Ilya’s home. 
 
From Mom: In the meantime, I will obviously be making fun of him for lecturing me about discretion. 
 
*
 
From Shane: I love you, man. 
 
From Hayden: Love you too, Shane! 
 
*
 
From Jane: You’re best friends with Hayden now. 
 
From Lily: The hell I am. 
 
From Jane: No no, you said we were communists now. Everything is mine, yours, ours. That includes Hayden. He’s my best friend, so he’s your best friend, our best friend. 
 
From Lily: Damn it. 
 
*****
 
15 Days
 
From Jane: Spending the weekend upgrading the cabin doors. Putting in a security system like at East End. 
 
From Lily: Why? You finally are worried about serial killer down your creepy road? 
 
From Jane: No, we’ve come to an understanding about respecting each other’s space and now he’s a great neighbor. 
 
From Jane: Security system and upgraded doors are important for future rentals. 
 
From Lily: Rentals. You are renting the cabin out? 
 
From Jane: I figured I would eventually. After we move in together. 
 
From Lily: You would not sell it? 
 
From Jane: Ask me what you actually want to ask me. 
 
From Lily: You are keeping the cabin so you have a place to go back to if we do not work out? 
 
From Jane: Fuck you. Fuck off. You KNOW that’s not what it is. 
 
From Lily: Why did you tell me to ask then? 
 
From Jane: Because we’re being honest and I knew that’s what you were thinking cos Russia has you all fucked up and I wanted you to hear how fucking stupid that idea sounds out loud.
 
From Jane: Say it out loud and listen to how fucking stupid it is. 
 
From Lily: You are an asshole.
 
From Jane: Takes one to know one. 
 
From Lily: It does sound stupid, yes. Okay. 
 
From Lily: So a rental. 
 
From Jane: When I helped at the bakery for that sandwich order, I got to thinking about the couple acres around the cabin. I could clear some of the trees, put up additional, smaller cabins and then it would work as a large group rental space.
 
From Jane: Corporate retreats, family reunions, that sort of thing. It would have more amenities than the park camping spots and we could put in a bigger dock for the lake, lay a better path, if I can get enough land cleared maybe a couple horses.
 
From Jane: Brylie goes riding all the time I guess, and you said Granddad Sergei wanted to get the girls a pony and settled on taking them riding every day so maybe that could be a thing in Montbonne too. 
 
From Jane: The motel by the hospital is coming up for sale too. Could be a good investment. 
 
From Lily: You are thinking of buying the motel? 
 
From Jane: I think it’s easy money. Pays for itself so long as it doesn’t need too much work all at once. I could hire local to handle all the maintenance instead of dealing with big property management companies, and I’ve been thinking about the Winter Whiteout Tournament. An easy way to get teams to travel to Montbonne would be to have super affordable lodging available, and if I owned the motel, I could guarantee the super affordable lodging. 
 
From Lily: Wow. Clearing land, buying motels, getting horses to make sure you are always the girls's favorite person. These are big things. Big investments. Feels very permanent. 
 
From Jane: It is permanent. Montbonne is permanent for me. You know this.
 
From Lily: I know. But you are right, Russia has me fucked up and putting different things in my head. The noise feels... bad some days. 
 
From Lily: So permanent is good to hear. 
 
*
 
From Jane: *picture of cabin baking cupboard with three sprinkle containers*
 
From Lily: What is this?
 
From Jane: My new baking cupboard so me and the girls can make cookies or something the next time you guys come over. 
 
From Lily: With only three sprinkle jars? 
 
From Lily: What are those? Where are the rest? Are you a pauper? Are you penniless? Sprinkles are out of the budget? 
 
From Jane: Sorry I don’t need to OVER COMPENSATE by having an entire color coordinated seasonally arranged sprinkle cupboard. 
 
From Lily: What am I overcompensating for? My big dick? My money and successful business? My supermodel best friend and beautiful daughters and wealthy, wet dream worthy boyfriend? 
 
From Jane: For being a two pump chump.
 
From Lily: WAS ONE TIME!! I WAS OVERCOME BY FRECKLES!!
 
From Jane: I’m just saying. 
 
From Lily: When I get home, I’m going to flush those pauper sprinkles down the toilet.
 
From Jane: So long as it means you’re home, that’s fine by me.
 
From Lily: It’s not fun to be fussy when you’re being a sweet koala. 
 
From Jane: Die mad about it 
 
****
 
13 Days
 
From Jane: I don’t want to fucking tell you this but I’m going to. 
 
From Jane: And you can laugh at me for being spoiled or codependent or whatever, I don’t care. 
 
From Jane: It’s really hard to eat when you aren’t here. 
 
From Jane: I’m trying to stay busy, but without weekly practice and games and all our planned dates, I’m back to spending a lot of time at the cabin and not doing a whole lot with my days so I’m not hungry and then nothing sounds good and I’m so fucking used to you just having food I can eat or making me something that I’ve gone a couple days without eating a real meal at all, just snacking or protein drinks or something. 
 
From Jane: I know it’s not good but I’m stuck about it. Can’t get out of my head about it. 
 
From Jane: And I keep thinking well, I have meal plans and a food diary and all my diet notes from before, I can just go back to structuring my eating like I've done for my whole life. 
 
From Jane: But that feels like I'd end up making myself crazy with it. And trapped in it. I don't want to do that again. I don't want to be there again. I hated it there. 
 
From Jane: Having lunch and dinner and everything with you didn't feel like a Thing I had to do or a score to keep or numbers to measure. It just felt like spending time together. Family dinner was just... family dinner. A super normal thing I was allowed to enjoy instead of obsessing over like a fucking robot checking fuel levels. 
 
From Jane: Or battery levels. 
 
From Jane: Whatever.
 
*
 
From Lily: You have a key to the bakery. Use it. There is plenty of safe food there. 
 
From Lily: I will not laugh at you for being spoiled, especially if it is my fault you are spoiled. I am happy to spoil you but I am sorry now you are lost a little bit. 
 
From Lily: Do not be stuck in your head. Ask Alicia to make you lunch or I will ask her to make you lunch. Go to Jacob’s for breakfast, they know your order, is okay. 
 
From Lily: I am not making fun of you. This is a very real question.
 
From Lily: Who is opening your drinks now? Or are you very dehydrated because you forgot how to open your own water bottle? 
 
*
 
From Jane: Thanks for not making fun of me. The drink thing was pushing it though, I’m perfectly capable of opening my own drinks, it’s just fun not to HAVE to. Your fault. 
 
From Jane: Jacob’s Place was a good idea. It was weird to sit there alone and eat, but then Jacob showed up with his own plate and told me I was bumming him out with my ‘sad little pancakes and weird runny peanut butter’ so he sat with me the rest of the time. 
 
From Jane: Did you know he used to be a pastor? Some tiny town out in the middle of nowhere. Apparently small town preacher life wasn’t for him, but small town dive bar-and-restaurant owner life is the perfect fit. 
 
From Jane: I slept a lot better after a full meal. I’m going to go to the bakery tomorrow and make lunch there. I think that will help, too. 
 
*
 
From Lily: Good, moy lyubimyy. And no, not making fun of you. 
 
From Lily: When you rent the cabin out to the serial killer and move into East End, this will not be a problem. I will cook for you, we will cook together, it will be fine. Promise. 
 
*
 
From Jacob (jacob’s place): Get your finely toned tuchus back to Montbonne, Muffin Man. 
 
From Jacob (jacob’s place): If I have to watch Coach give sad gay yearning eyes to his pancakes again, I’ll fly over there and get you myself. 
 
*****
 
11 Days
 
From Lily: We are going to see my Mama today. 
 
From Lily: Papa never visited her grave and Alexei was too angry with her to bother keeping it clean, so we are going with the girls today to visit and lay flowers for Mama and then for Sveta’s Mama too. 
 
From Lily: I always wait until Russia is almost over to go see her. I wait until I am done dealing with Alexei and the estate issues and everything else awful. Then we bring the girls to the city so Sergei can rest a few days, and end with a visit to Mama’s grave so I have some good things to tell her. 
 
From Lily: This year I get to tell her about you, Shanychka. 
 
*
 
From Svetlana: Hullo Coach. 
 
From Svetlana: I am sure Ilyushka told you we were going to visit Irina’s grave today. I always take the girls to visit my Mama’s resting place while he talks with Irina so he has some privacy and I promise I was not eavesdropping today. 
 
From Svetlana: But I am going to tell you this because it is important to me that you know: 
 
From Svetlana: Every year Ilyushka is sad when he talks to his Mama. Even though there are good things to tell her and even though he talks so much about the girls, there is always grief for what Irina is missing and everything he gave up to have this life. 
 
From Svetlana: This year, he smiled the entire time. 
 
From Svetlana: He was telling her about you. 
 
From Svetlana: And there was only joy. No more grief. He smiled and I heard him laugh and I think he was looking through pictures on his phone and maybe telling her about you with the girls… I was not eavesdropping so I do not know everything, but I wanted to tell you anyway. 
 
From Svetlana: Russia breaks Ilyushka’s heart every single year. 
 
From Svetlana: But this year even with everything about Alexei, he is better, happier and closer to peaceful. That is because of you. 
 
From Svetlana: I was only twelve when Irina passed, so I do not have many memories of her beyond a few moments with Ilyushka. But I know she would have loved you because you gave her boy his smile back. 
 
From Ilyushka’s Jane: Thank you for telling me. 
 
From Ilyushka’s Jane: Hug him and our girls for me? 
 
From Svetlana: Of course. We love you, Coach. 
 
From Ilyushka's Jane: I love you guys too. 
 
*
 
From Lily: Today was a very good day. 
 
From Jane: I love you so fucking much. 
 
From Lily: Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu. 
 
*****
 
10 Days
 
From Lily: This is honest and hard for me. 
 
From Lily: My Papa passed so soon after the girls were born, I could not think of myself as Papa. Sveta handed me Masha one day and said ‘here Papa, here she is’ and I was sick about it. 
 
From Lily: Papa was not a safe person. He was only kind when he didn’t remember me. Was only soft in the last days when he lost himself. ‘Papa’ was like a curse word to me. I did not want to replace him but I did not want to miss him and I did not want to be him, so I did not want to be Papa, at all. I decided to be better for my girls and I could not be better when ‘Papa’ felt like a rope looping tight at my neck. 
 
From Lily: So I am Dad. I am Daddy and is normal for the girls. 
 
From Lily: Today Nadyushka fell asleep on Granddad Sergei. I picked her up because he cannot when he is sitting, she is too heavy and he is getting too frail. I picked her up and he said ‘go to Papa, Nadya’ and I didn’t flinch. 
 
From Lily: Is the first time, I think. First time it did not hurt. Now Papa is only a word. A title. It doesn’t make me flinch anymore. I know it is the emotion behind a word and name that makes it scary or makes it special. Papa used to hurt, but now I think it could be special again. 
 
From Lily: Like how we are Jane and Lily, and yes it was for secret reasons but now is only good for us. 
 
From Lily: Not for me. I am Daddy for the girls. But is nice to think 'Papa' could mean something good again, someday. 
 
*
 
From Jane: Do you think the girls will always call me Coach?
 
From Lily: Well, they were not impressed with your real name. 
 
From Jane: No, they definitely weren’t. 
 
From Jane: I’d be okay with always being Coach. Like you said. It’s the emotion behind it that makes it special, right? So if I’m always Coach, then okay. 
 
From Jane: But. 
 
From Lily: But? 
 
From Jane: I’m glad Papa could mean something good again. 
 
From Jane: Someday. 
 
*****
 
8 days
 
From Jane: I’m heading to the cottage for a few days, but I’ll be back in Montbonne in time for you guys to get home. 
 
From Jane: You said it feels like déjà vu to leave me behind and go off to Russia? Well it feels like déjà vu for me to spend all summer waiting for you. 
 
From Jane: I never told you this, but I waited for you every summer. I don’t mean just counting the days until next season or whatever, I mean I WAITED for you. 
 
From Jane: I thought you’d text me when you left Russia and were on the way back to the States and I kept my phone on and ringer up and checked it a thousand times a day thinking maybe you’d ask me to come to the airport and pick you up. 
 
From Jane: Sometimes I thought you’d show up in Montreal before anyone else knew you were back and decide to spend a few days with me so I stayed at the condo more, just hung out waiting so if you showed up and rang the door bell, I'd be there. 
 
From Jane: The last couple weeks before the season started, I’d be looking over my shoulder all the time just in case you were suddenly THERE to surprise me. The first face off at our first game, I would wait and see if you would say something about missing me, or about how you couldn’t wait for after the game so we could be together. Anything like that. 
 
From Jane: I waited and waited and you never did any of those things. Which is fine. Of course you never did. We didn’t even say a real good bye or admit we’d miss each other each summer, it was dangerous as hell to be that open, could have cost me my career and with fucking Russia in the way, could have actually cost you everything. I get it. No way you were going to spontaneously change our entire routine and mess up our lies about being casual to show up and be super romantic and risk all that. 
 
From Jane: But I couldn’t help waiting for it anyway. 
 
From Jane: I know this time is different. You know this time is different. It’s not the regular summers, it’s sure as hell not the summer after Vegas, I KNOW it’s different this time around but fuck. 
 
From Jane: Fuck. The déjà vu is killing me. 
 
*****
 
7 Days
 
From Lily: I miss you
 
From Jane: Come home then. 
 
*****
 
5 Days 
 
Shane hadn’t ever seen an August at the lake before, or at least not that he could remember.
 
Previous years had always found him locked into preseason training sessions and laser focused on his diet and fitness goals, obsessively watching game tapes while dutifully finishing up last minute end of summer endorsement obligations, and fully ready to throw himself heart and soul into the upcoming season. Before being drafted, Shane had a packed summer schedule of camps and clinics, two weeks skill intensive boot camps, sometimes tutoring to ensure he could pass his classes while still having the time and energy to set and break records on his competitive and recreational teams. 
 
Summer 2024 had been spent in rehab both physical and mental, then culminated crashed collapsed with an abrupt move to Montbonne. 
 
Summer 2025 were spent busy with endless projects and busy with endless texting, and when July ended with a call for Shane to come to the just barely completed cottage for an inspection and walk through, he finally quite possibly for the first time ever, was treated to an August by the lake.
 
And it was stunning. August settled beautiful over the cottage. 
 
The mornings came early, and Shane was up and out onto the gently sloping lawn for sunrise yoga by six am. The days were warm, bordering on hot and he spent the long hours building out the fire pit off the back deck, buying and arranging furniture for family dinners overlooking the lake. The nights were comfortable, the dark skies endless, and Shane slept with all the blinds in the cottage open so he could see the blue of the lake first thing in the morning and the glitter of stars every night and it was quiet.
 
The Montbonne cabin was quiet too, but that quiet had been oppressive and smothering isolating for months until Shane had fought his way out of the shadowy parts and rebuilt it cozy piece by piece by dish and blanket and pillow.
 
The cottage quiet was different. Immediate. The cottage quiet was calming and clarifying and Shane ate better, slept better, breathed better after a single night at the cottage than he had for the first three months at the cabin.
 
Eating and sleeping better after a emotionally harrowing month made Shane want to be active. Morning yoga was peaceful and the mundane chores around the cottage were gratifying, but Shane was used to skating every morning. He was loathe to leave the solitude and sanctuary of the cottage to visit the rink in the nearby town, so he went running instead.
 
The path led Shane out from the cottage and the long way around the lake, winding in and out of the towering trees and thick dogwood shrubs dotted by the lake shore. He avoided the trails that would lead him along the property lines of the other cottages and houses along the water and veered deeper into the woods to stay in the shade, dodging rocks and stepping careful over protruding roots in the hard packed dirt path. The breeze off the water was welcome and soothing when the miles stacked up and the sweat dripped off his face and soaked into his shirt, and there were birds everywhere, singing in the branches and flitting through the wildflowers, bobbing on the lake catching bugs and diving for fish. 
 
Shane didn’t bother with music, a step counter or distance tracker. He simply left the cottage at a jog and went for it, finding a rhythm that felt easy, a speed that felt satisfying, and any path or trail or walkway that looked inviting. Some times he was gone for half an hour, other times he spent most of the morning meandering round and about and every which way because he had time and he could breathe and it was quiet.
 
Birds and muffled footsteps and the lap of water at the rocks. The wind and the crunch of leaves and the sound of his heart thump-thump steady as he ate up the miles and soaked up the sun. 
 
August at the cottage was beautiful and peaceful and Shane thought about running the paths with Ilya, about napping on the dock mid morning with their pinkies linked, about having a fire and grilling out beneath the stars and falling asleep with his arms wrapped around his—
 
—his—
 
Wait. 
 
“Can I help you?” Shane’s run brought him back round to the cottage just in time to see an unfamiliar car start to reverse out of the private drive.
 
“Excuse me.” He lifted the edge of his shirt to wipe his face so he wasn’t sweating on the stranger, but he didn’t manage to wipe away the confusion and honestly the irritation at being disturbed as the driver rolled down the window and waved at him. 
 
“Yeah hey, how are you?” Shane put his hands on his hips and frowned at him. “And who are you? This is private property, and I’m not expecting company."
 
“Sorry, man. I typed in the address that fella gave me.” The driver shrugged. “Dropped him off right where he asked.” 
 
“Him.” Shane repeated blankly. “Who the hell—?"
 
Someone was on the cottage porch, slumped exhausted into the rocking chair with a pile of luggage at his feet and dark sunglasses pushed up into his curly hair, his blue eyes obviously tired even from the short distance but still beautifully familiar, and Shane stumbled back a few steps trying to process the shock of the unexpected arrival. 
 
“…Ilya?”
 
“Privet, solnyshko.” Ilya smiled, small and sweet and endearingly crooked. “You told me to come home, so here I am.”
 
He stood up from the rocking chair and opened his arms. “I am home.”
 
Oh.
 
*****
 
Chapter Notes:
 
:) 











  










Afterword


    

        
          	Works inspired by this one


            	
              Character Sketches for Déjà vu by sputnikcava
            


            	
              Please tie me up (Or Shane's brain is sad and horny) by corner_stones
            


            	
              We used to share the ice (Or Ilya is really sad) by corner_stones
            


            	
              Book Cover for Déjà vu by wipwip
            


            	
              A Day in the Life of the Montbonne Medical Clinic by empressofhell
            


            	
              -COVER- deja vu by NotEvenCloseToStraight by Floo_Flame
            


            	
              Déjà Vu fanart by Mumuche
            


            	
              Ilya’s letter by Mumuche
            


            	
              Deja Vu Doodles by embarrassingfangirl
            


            	
              Breakfast at Jacob’s by Mumuche
            


            	
              Déjà vu by NotEvenCloseToStraight [podfic] by boom_queen
            


            	
              [Podfic] Déjà Vu by bannyfae
            


            	
              Welcome to Montbonne - a Playlist by deasunshine
            


            	
              déjà vu {a playlist} by redpepperjelly
            


            	
              "Why don't you wear skates?" Dèja Vu Chapter 2 Fan art by EvelinPetardin
            


            	
              Into the Deja-Vu-niverse by NotEvenCloseToStraight
            


            	
              Shane Hollander's Bathroom Selfie by InkandRivalry
            


            	
              Déjà Vu - epub cover by gift_of_gab
            


            	
              Watercolor Art for Déjà vu "6AM Skate" by RocksandRubberbands
            


            	
              Cover Art for DÉJÀ VU by NotEvenCloseToStraight by pinkfoot
            


            	
              Another Cover Art for DÉJÀ VU by NotEvenCloseToStraight by pinkfoot
            


            	
              Icebreakers Vol 1: The Heart of Montbonne by Craftysmutstudio (craftystudio88)
            


            	
              Deja Vu Fan Art by Stardustasincocaine
            


            	
              Watercolor Art Series for Déjà vu by RocksandRubberbands
            


            	
              Montbonne Boys {a playlist} by PetrichorPigeon
            


            	
              Coach by Sorrowbird_lake
            


            	
              Déjà vu Taylor Swift Playlist by drdianatherapist, srjhollanov
            


            	
              Epub cover inspired by "Déjà Vu" by NotEvenCloseToStraight by sk_inspired (skargasm), skargasm
            


            	
              Déjà vu by NotEvenCloseToStraight - polskie tłumaczenie | Polish translation by jjfck
            


            	
              Déjà Woe by tree_six_nine
            


            	
              Montbonne vibes - a playlist inspired by "Déjà vu" by by The_unbearable_writteness_of_being
            


            	
              "Jammies" Dèja Vu chapter 22 fan art by EvelinPetardin
            


            	
              The Montbonne U9 Girls Hockey Group Chat by Thistles_Currently_323
            


            	
              At the Montbonne Community Ice Rink by Chiccadee
            

        

    


  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








