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Come Back Home (The Porch Light Is On)

    by HH_Arrow

      Summary

      ROZANOV DOWN: Ottawa Captain Carried Off Ice on Stretcher After Third Period Hit. Rozanov unconscious on impact. Fencing response observed. Cervical collar applied. Transferred to hospital by ambulance. Shane Hollander received game misconduct following altercation and did not return to the ice.

 

A grade-3 concussion leaves Ilya Rozanov trapped in a "slow" brain, struggling to reclaim the elite hockey instincts that once defined his identity. Within the sanctuary of their darkened apartment, Shane Hollander anchors their life, managing every medical detail while privately bracing against his own silent terror. It is a portrait of the grueling, quiet patience required to wait out a neurological fog, hoping the person on the other side eventually finds their way back.



      Notes

        Content warnings:
-traumatic brain injury,
-concussion recovery,
-emotional dysregulation,
-panic,
-hockey violence.
I have the emotional capacity to do one injury fic. I wanted to take a more realistic look at concussion recovery and how it's a life-changing event. Most of the events in this fic are inspired by my own concussion recovery experience.


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Come Back Home
  


    Chapter Summary

    A grade-3 concussion on the ice leaves Ilya Rozanov with a "slow" brain and a body that no longer obeys his commands. He spends months in sensory deprivation, battling light sensitivity and the total disappearance of the elite hockey instincts that defined his life. It is the internal reality of a high-performance athlete trapped in the "long middle" of a recovery that has no set schedule and no guarantee of a return.








  The light comes on.
He touches it.
The number appears on the screen and Ilya looks at it and looks away. Beside him, Terry writes something down. The pen makes a small sound against the clipboard and Ilya is aware of the sound in the particular way he has become aware of all small sounds — too much, and from slightly the wrong direction, like his ears have been recalibrated by someone who didn't know what they were doing.
"Again," Terry says.
The light comes on.
He touches it.
The number.
He looks at it for a moment. Then he looks at his hands. They are resting in his lap now, still, and they look the way they always look — his father's hands, broad across the knuckles, a scar on the left index finger from a skate blade when he was nineteen — and there is nothing about them that would tell you. Nothing that explains why the signal from his brain to his fingers is arriving late. They look like his hands. They look like the hands that have done everything he has ever asked of them.
They are not, currently, doing what he asks of them.
"Again," Terry says.
The light comes on.
He touches it.
The number is the same as the last number. He stares at it long enough that it stops meaning anything, the digits going abstract, and then Terry writes something on the clipboard and Ilya wants to ask what he's writing but he already knows. He has been coming here long enough to know. Terry is writing the number down in a column next to all the other numbers and at the end of the session he will look at the column and determine whether there has been progress and the answer today, as it has been for the last several sessions, will be: not enough.
He had been, before, one of the fastest players in the league to react to a developing play. This was not something he said about himself — it was something other people said, analysts, commentators, opposing coaches in the clipped careful language of men who did not want to give him anything. Rozanov reads the ice. As though it were a book. As though the ice had something written on it that only he could see.
He had never thought about it. It had simply been true, the way his height was true, the way his hands were true. Something he had been given and then used until it became inseparable from him.
He was not sure, anymore, what was left if you took it away.
"Again," Terry says.
The light comes on.
He is a half-second late.
He knows he is late before the number confirms it. That is the specific cruelty of this particular drill — he can feel the gap. The moment where his brain registers the light and sends the instruction and the instruction travels and arrives and his hand moves. It all happens. It happens correctly, in the right order. It just happens slowly, and he can feel the slowness, and feeling it does nothing to change it.
Terry writes something down.
Outside the window the Ottawa sky is the particular white of March — not winter anymore, not anything else yet, just white and waiting. He used to be able to look at a sky and know what it was going to do. Whether the front was moving in or moving out, whether the white would break or hold. He had that, once. The read.
Ilya has been in this room for six weeks and the sky has been this colour for most of them. He has stopped expecting it to change. He has, mostly, stopped looking.
"That's enough for today," Terry says.
Ilya looks at the screen. The number is still there.
"One more," he says.
His voice comes out flat. It does that now — lands without the weight he intends, like something is being lost in the translation from thought to sound. He has noticed this. He has not mentioned it to Terry because Terry will write it down.
Terry looks at him. The careful face. Ilya has learned every variation of it — the version that means you're pushing too hard and the version that means I can't tell you what you want to hear and the version that means I'm going to let you have this one because arguing takes more out of you than the drill does.
This is the third version.
"One more," Terry agrees.
The light comes on.

Shane is parked outside the way Shane is always parked outside — not in front of the entrance, because Ilya had said once, early, that he did not want to be seen being collected, and Shane had moved to the far end of the lot without comment and had been parking there ever since. This is the kind of thing Shane does. Remembers the exact shape of what you need and then provides it quietly, without making you watch him provide it.
Ilya walks to the car.
He is aware, walking, of how he looks. This is new — or not new, but worse. He has always been aware of how he looks, has always understood that he is watched, that the watching is part of what he is, but it used to be a neutral awareness, information he filed and used. Now it sits on him differently. Now he is aware of how he looks because he is not sure, from the inside, what he looks like from the outside, and the not-knowing is its own specific weight.
He knows his face is doing something. He is not sure what.
The cold hits him as he comes through the door and he stops — one step outside, one still inside — because cold means the headache is coming. Not immediately. It will build. He knows the shape of it by now, the way you learn the shape of weather in a place you've lived long enough. It will start at the base of his skull and move forward and settle behind his eyes, and knowing it is coming does not make it smaller, it only makes it longer. He starts to brace for it before it arrives.
He has learned a lot about weather, these past months. He used to be able to read it — conditions on the ice, conditions in a room, the particular pressure drop before something changed. He was good at it. He had been good at it his whole life. Had learned early, young enough that he could not name when, to watch the sky and know.
He cannot read this. He wakes up some mornings and the day is clear — he thinks in full sentences, the words are where he left them, the light does not hurt — and he thinks: today. And then by afternoon the front has moved in, and the words are gone again and the light is wrong and he is back in the grey of it with no idea how long it will last.
He has stopped trying to forecast. There is no forecasting this.
He looks up at the sky before he gets in.
The same white it has been. Flat. Unreadable. He stands in the cold for a moment and tries to feel what it is going to do — force of habit, the instinct he has not yet learned to stop reaching for — and gets nothing. Just white. Just waiting.
He gets in the passenger seat.
This used to bother him more. The first week he had stood beside the car door for a moment that was probably not long but felt long, something in him refusing to process what he was doing. He had built, over the course of his adult life, a very particular relationship with his own capability. He did not need help. He was not managed or handled or driven anywhere. He drove himself; he handled himself; he had been doing both since he left Moscow at seventeen with two bags and enough English to order food and ask directions and not much else.
Now Shane drives him to his own medical appointments in his own city and Ilya sits in the passenger seat and tries to make this feel like nothing.
It does not feel like nothing.
It feels like — he searches for the word, the precise word, and finds only a shape where the word should be, an outline without content. This has been happening more lately. He knows that he knows the word. He can feel the weight of it, the texture of it, the way it would sit in a sentence. It is simply not available to him right now, in the way that a door can be locked even when you are certain the key exists.
He has started cataloguing these moments. The missing words. He does not write them down — writing makes his head worse, has for months — so he keeps the catalogue in his head, which is perhaps not the most reliable place to keep anything right now. But it is what he has.
Shane doesn't say anything. He has learned not to ask how it went — Ilya had answered that question four times before something in him had simply closed around it and refused, and Shane had noticed the closing and had stopped asking. This is also the kind of thing Shane does.
The heat is already running. The seat is already warm. Ilya registers these things and feels, briefly and with a thoroughness that surprises him, something close to fury.
Not at Shane. Shane has done nothing wrong. Shane is doing everything correctly, is in fact performing a kind of correctness that must cost him something, the sustained careful patience of a man who wants very much to fix a thing he cannot fix. Ilya understands this. He is not angry at Shane.
He is angry at the warm seat. At the heat that was already running. At the fact that someone anticipated his needs and met them before he arrived, which means he is a person whose needs require anticipating, which means he is a person who is — what. Diminished. Managed. Someone who needs the seat warmed for him like he is old or injured or —
He is injured.
He knows he is injured.
Knowing does not help.
Shane pulls out of the lot and Ottawa moves past the window. Grey buildings. The remnants of snow along the curbs, ground down to grey ice at the edges. The sky the same flat white it has been for weeks — not threatening, not clearing, just present. Waiting for something to change. Ilya has lived in enough cities to know that Ottawa winters do not end, they simply become something else incrementally, degrees so small you cannot mark the moment of transition. One day it is winter. Many days later it is not. There is no before and after. There is only the long middle.
He understands the long middle now in a way he did not before.
A woman is walking a dog wearing a small yellow coat. The dog looks profoundly undignified. Some distant part of Ilya, the part that has not yet gone quiet, notices this and does nothing with it. Lets it pass.
The back of his head has begun its slow specific ache. He presses two fingers to his temple without thinking and then makes himself stop, lowers his hand back to his lap. There is nothing Shane can do about the headache. There is no reason for Shane to see.
He looks down at his hands in his lap.
His father's hands. He has thought this so many times that the thought has worn a groove, arrives automatically, requires no effort. Broad across the knuckles. The scar on the left index finger. His father's hands, which he has spent his whole life being afraid of and then afraid of becoming.
They are slow now. Half a second behind where they should be. He had felt it again today — the gap, the exact texture of the gap, the knowledge arriving before the movement, his brain saying now and his hands saying wait. He is the captain of a hockey team. He is one of the best players in this league, has been for over a decade, and he cannot make his hands move when he tells them to.
He looks out the window. Shane drives. Ottawa goes past and the ache behind Ilya's eyes builds, slow and patient as weather, and Ilya thinks about all the things he has managed alone — Moscow, the leaving of Moscow, seventeen years old in a country that was not his, learning to be someone in a language that was not his — and how none of it had required anyone to watch. He had done all of it privately. Had shown up already transformed, already capable, had never needed anyone to see the middle part.
Shane is seeing the middle part.
Shane sees him get into the passenger seat of his own car. Shane sees him press two fingers to his temple and then stop pressing because he has been seen. Shane has been seeing all of it, for weeks, with the quiet patient attention of a man who has decided to look and keep looking, and —
Ilya's throat closes.
He does not know why. There is no reason, or there are too many reasons, or the part of him that is supposed to sort reasons from noise is not working correctly and so everything is arriving at once, unsorted — the number on the screen and Shane's hand on the gearshift and the ache behind his eyes and the scar on his own finger and the small dog in its yellow coat, all of it the same weight, all of it pressing at once with no filter to tell him what matters and what doesn't.
He is not who Shane fell in love with.
The thought arrives the way the bad ones always arrive now — no pressure drop, no warning, just there, taking up all the available space. He is not who Shane fell in love with. That man was sharp, was fast, was the person in every room who controlled the temperature of it. That man did not sit in passenger seats. That man did not lose words in the middle of sentences or press his fingers to his temple in cars or feel his throat close for no reason on a Tuesday afternoon in March.
He turns his face further toward the window.
He thinks: stop. The way he has always been able to think stop and have it mean something, have the feeling hear him and recede. He thinks it again.
It doesn't recede.
It builds instead — the way the headache builds, the way Ottawa winter builds toward something that isn't quite spring yet, slow and without logic and completely indifferent to what he wants from it. His eyes are burning. He is not going to — this is not something that is going to happen, he does not cry in cars, he does not cry, he has not —
His breath comes out wrong.
He hears it. Shane hears it. He knows Shane hears it because Shane's hands tighten slightly on the wheel and then release, the smallest possible adjustment, the deliberate stillness of someone choosing not to react.
Ilya presses the back of his hand against his mouth.
The city goes past. The grey ice at the curbs. The flat white sky. He stares at it and thinks stop and his body does not stop, his body is doing something he has not given it permission to do, something the injury has taken from him — this specific thing, the ability to decide. To close the valve. To be the weather instead of be in the weather.
He has never been in the weather before. He has always been the one making it.
His hand moves before he decides to move it.
Finds the center console. Finds Shane's hand resting there — Shane who has learned to leave his hand there, who started doing it weeks ago without comment, who has never once made Ilya ask.
Ilya's fingers close around Shane's.
Shane's hand turns slightly under his. Just slightly — palm up, fingers adjusting to hold rather than be held. A small thing. Ilya stares out the window and does not look at Shane and does not say anything because there is nothing to say and also because he is not certain right now that speech is available to him.
Shane's hand turns over beneath his. Holds on.
It doesn't stop. The thing in his chest, the burning behind his eyes, the breath coming wrong — none of it stops. It moves through him like weather moves through, on its own timeline, indifferent to his preferences, and he sits in the passenger seat of his own car and lets it, because he cannot do anything else, because the part of him that knew how to do anything else is not currently available.
Shane drives.
He holds on.
After a while — Ilya doesn't know how long, time is strange now, has been strange for months — it passes. Not because he stopped it. It just passes. Moves through and out the other side and leaves him wrung out and hollowed and still unable to look at Shane.
He hates that Shane is here.
He does not know what he would do if Shane were not.
His hand is still in Shane's. He doesn't move it.

ROZANOV DOWN: Ottawa Captain Carried Off Ice on Stretcher After Third Period Hit

Rozanov unconscious on impact. Fencing response observed. Cervical collar applied. Transferred to hospital by ambulance. Shane Hollander received game misconduct following altercation and did not return to the ice.
HOLLANDER EJECTED: Shane Hollander Receives Game Misconduct Following Altercation

Hollander required restraint from multiple teammates and officials before removal from ice. Did not return. Left arena before final buzzer. Ottawa has not commented on his whereabouts.
OTTAWA STATEMENT ON ROZANOV: "Ilya Rozanov Is Conscious and Responsive and Receiving Care."

Full statement: "Ilya Rozanov sustained a serious head injury during tonight's game and has been transferred to hospital for evaluation. He was conscious and responsive at time of transfer. We ask that his privacy and the privacy of his family be respected at this time."
NHL REVIEWING HIT ON ROZANOV: Department of Player Safety to Examine Third Period Play

Ottawa declines further comment on Rozanov's condition. Hit ruled legal on ice; supplemental discipline review expected within 48 hours. Fans and analysts calling for suspension. Shane Hollander not available for comment.

The curtains are the heavy kind. They block most of it. There is a line of light at the bottom where the curtain doesn't quite meet the floor and Ilya has been —
He has been looking at it.
For a while.
Time is —
He loses it. Looks for it. The thread of what he was thinking. It was there and then it was somewhere else and he cannot find where it went, which is — that is the thing, that is the specific thing that keeps —
The headache is there. Has been there. He has stopped noticing it in the way you stop noticing a sound that doesn't stop.
He shifts.
He regrets it immediately. The headache which was just there is suddenly very there, bright and specific, and he goes still and waits for it to recede, and it recedes, slowly, back to its usual place.
He needs to move.
He cannot move.
He has been in this room for — Shane said. Shane told him how many days. He cannot remember what Shane said. He knows Shane said it, knows he heard the number, knows there was a moment where the number was in his head and meant something, and then the moment passed and the number is gone.
He tries to be still. He has never been still. He was put on skates at four years old and something — and something —
The thought is gone.
He was four. Skates. Something clicked. He has been moving since — he has been moving since before he can —
Gone again.
His body wants to move. This is the thing underneath everything else, the constant low hum of it — his body does not understand stillness, has never understood stillness, has been trained since childhood to interpret stillness as failure. If he is still, he is not training. If he is not training, he is falling behind. If he is falling behind —
But he cannot.
Terry said.
He cannot.
He stares at the line of light.
He thinks something in Russian. He is not sure what. Something about the light, or the room, or — he checks it the way he always checks it now, runs his attention over it like a hand checking for damage, making sure it is still —
It is still there. The Russian is still there.
He exhales.
Did he exhale out loud? He isn't sure. The room is quiet so maybe not. Maybe he only —
"You okay?"
Shane. From the chair. Ilya knew Shane was in the chair. He had forgotten Shane was in the chair.
He opens his mouth.
He is not sure if he answers. He thinks he says yes but he is not entirely sure the word made it out of his body. It felt like it did. But things feel like they happen and then he is not sure whether they happened or whether he only —
"Ilya."
"Yes," he says. Out loud, this time. He is fairly sure. Out loud.
Shane doesn't say anything else.
The line of light.
He needs to —
He is so tired of this room. He is so tired of this ceiling. He is so tired of the headache and the stillness and the way his thoughts keep starting and going nowhere and the way he cannot tell if he is asleep or awake, cannot tell if the thing he is remembering happened today or yesterday or in some other configuration of this room on some other —
He should sit up.
He starts to.
The headache says: no.
He lies back down.
His hands are on his chest. He looks at them. His father's —
Gone.
The thought. He knows where it was going. He has had it enough times to know the shape of it, the destination of it. It was going somewhere about his hands and his father and —
He can't get there.
He tries again. His hands. His father's —
Nothing.
This is new. This is a new thing. He does not like this.
"Shane," he says. Or he thinks he says. He cannot —
"Yeah." From the chair. Present.
Out loud then.
He tries to think of what he wanted to say. He had something. He had —
It's gone.
"Never mind," he says. He is fairly confident he says this out loud. Fairly.
The room is quiet. Shane is quiet. Ilya stares at the ceiling and his brain moves and moves and catches on nothing, like a wheel spinning without traction, and his body hums with the need to be somewhere else and he cannot be somewhere else, and the headache is there and the light is there and —
He is not sure when he starts talking. He is not sure if he starts talking. He thinks he says something about the ice, about needing to be on the ice, but he cannot tell if that was out loud or only in his head, and he cannot tell from Shane's non-response which it was, and asking would require more words than he currently —
"Talk," he says. Or thinks.
A pause.
"About what?" Shane. Quiet.
So he did said it out loud.
"Anything," Ilya says. He is sure of this one. "Just."
He doesn't finish. He doesn't have the rest of the sentence. It is somewhere but he cannot —
Shane starts talking. Ilya doesn't follow the words. He tries to follow the words and they keep —
But Shane's voice. The specific texture of it, the cadence he has been listening to for years, that he would know in —
He is in a dark room.
He listens to Shane's voice. His body still wants to move. The headache is still there. The line of light is still there. His brain keeps moving, keeps spinning, keeps starting sentences that go nowhere — weather with nowhere to go, turning in on itself, the same front circling. He lies in the dark and cannot be still and cannot move and Shane talks, and Ilya stops trying to follow the words, just lets the sound of them come, and after a long time —
He isn't sure when.
After a long time he is somewhere else.
He wakes up and Shane is not there.
That is the first thing. The only thing. Shane is not in the chair.
He stares at the chair.
Shane is not in the chair.
He does not — he cannot — there was something, before he slept, Shane was — he cannot find it. He looks for the memory of Shane being there and there is nothing, just the gap where it should be, just the empty chair.
Shane left.
He sits up too fast. The room tilts and the headache goes bright and he grabs the edge of the mattress and waits, and the tilting stops and the headache is very loud now but he is sitting up and the chair is empty and Shane —
Why.
He tries to think of why. He cannot think. He cannot — there is something he did, there is always something, he said something wrong or did something wrong or was too much, has been too much, has been —
He cannot find the thing he did. This is the specific horror of it. He cannot find it not because it doesn't exist but because his brain will not — he cannot trust his brain. He knows he cannot trust his brain. Which means the absence of the memory is not evidence that he did nothing wrong. It is only evidence that he cannot remember. These are not the same thing.
He did something wrong.
He is so stupid.
He tries to stand. The room moves. He puts his hand on the wall.
He is the captain of a hockey team. He has been one of the best players in this league for over a decade. He speaks two languages. He left Moscow at seventeen with nothing and built a life from nothing and he cannot —
He cannot remember if he said something wrong.
He cannot remember yesterday.
He is standing in the dark with his hand on the wall and the chair is empty and he cannot remember yesterday and something in his chest is — something is —
He is trying to think of who to call. He cannot think of who to call. He cannot think of — his phone, where is his phone, he needs to — he needs to sit down, the room is still moving slightly, he needs to —
He does not know what he needs.
He stands in the dark and his hand is flat against the wall and the chair is empty and he is so stupid, he is so unbelievably stupid, he knew this would happen, has always known that depending on something means losing it, has learned this enough times that he should not need to learn it again, and yet here he is, standing in the dark —
The door opens.
The light is too much. He turns his face away, screws his eyes shut against it, and then it narrows and mostly disappears as the door swings back.
"Hey — Ilya."
Shane.
The word arrives before anything else. Before he has processed the voice or the shape in the doorway or the sound of footsteps crossing the room. Just: Shane. And then Shane's hands are on his arms and Shane is right in front of him and Ilya opens his eyes.
"I'm here," Shane says. "I just went to get water. Five minutes, I was gone five minutes."
Ilya looks at him.
He cannot —
Five minutes.
He woke up and the chair was empty and he thought — he stood in the dark and he thought —
"Hey." Shane's hand comes up to his face. "Ilya. I'm here."
Something gives way.
He doesn't decide it. His eyes fill and then spill and he cannot stop it, has not been able to stop it for weeks, the valve that used to work no longer working, and this time it is worse than it has been because he stood in the dark alone and thought of course and the thought had been so immediate, so certain, so —
He was so sure.
He had been so sure.
"Hey," Shane says, differently now. "Come here."
Shane gets into the bed.
Not the chair. He sits on the edge first — and Ilya can feel him deciding, the small pause of a man who has been sleeping in a chair for days and is choosing something different, choosing closer — and then he lies down and pulls Ilya with him and Ilya goes, just goes, because there is nothing left to resist with and also because he stood in the dark and thought Shane was gone and he cannot be in the chair right now. He needs Shane to be closer than the chair.
Shane's arms around him. Shane adjusts once — shifts his weight, pulls Ilya in more fully, a small recalibration — and then his hand at the back of Ilya's head, and they are still. Ilya's face against Shane's shoulder and the crying moving through him the way everything moves through him now, without his permission, on its own timeline, the weather doing what weather does.
He is crying because the chair was empty.
He is crying because he stood in the dark and his first thought was of course.
He is crying because he is so tired and he cannot make his brain work and he cannot remember yesterday and he did not even manage five minutes alone without —
"I love you," Shane says.
Ilya cannot speak.
"I'm here." Shane's hand moves slowly in his hair. "We'll get through this."
The crying does not stop. Shane does not ask it to stop. Shane lies in the dark and holds him and says it again — I love you, I'm here, we'll get through this — and then again, and Ilya lies there and his brain keeps moving, keeps snagging on the empty chair, keeps returning to the certainty of of course and what it means that that was his first thought, what it means that somewhere underneath everything he has been waiting for the limit, has been so sure there is a limit —
"I love you," Shane says. Again. Still. "I'm here."
Ilya thinks: I woke up and I thought you left me.
He does not say it. He doesn't have the words and also —
"I'm not going anywhere," Shane says.
Ilya goes still.
He did not say it out loud. He is almost certain he did not say it out loud.
Shane's hand in his hair. "I know you think I might."
Ilya does not say anything.
"I'm not," Shane says. "I love you. I'm here. We'll get through this."
The same three things. Said again. And again. Quieter each time, not fading but settling, the way rain settles into something steadier after the first violence of it. Ilya lies in the dark and cries and stops crying and his brain will not stop and Shane keeps saying the three things and the chair was empty and Shane is here and both of these things are true and he does not know what to do with that except lie here, except let Shane hold him, except let the weather do what the weather does.
His brain will not stop.
It never stops.
But Shane's hand is in his hair, and the three things come again, and again, and at some point —
He is not sure when.
He is somewhere else.

It is an ordinary evening. This is the thing he will remember about it — that it was ordinary. Shane making dinner, Ilya at the kitchen table, the particular domestic quiet of a night with nowhere to be. These nights used to feel like rest. Now they feel like waiting.
Outside the kitchen window the sky is doing something. He has been watching it without meaning to — the particular grey of it, the way the light is going. He cannot tell if it is going to rain. He used to be able to tell. He would look at a sky and know what was coming, the way he looked at ice and knew what was coming, the way he walked into a room and knew within thirty seconds what the temperature of it was and what it was going to become.
He looks at the sky and does not know what is coming.
Shane is talking. Ilya is following it — mostly following it, catching most of the words, which is better than it was, which is something. Shane is saying something about — Ilya has the thread —
He loses the thread.
He waits. Not reach, not push, just wait and let the brain find its way back. Sometimes it does. Sometimes it doesn't.
Shane is still talking. Ilya nods. He is not sure if the nod lands in the right place. He watches Shane's face for evidence and Shane's face is just — Shane's face, open, not giving him anything he can read.
He wants to say something. Has been wanting to say something for several minutes, a specific something, and he has been waiting for the right moment, and the right moment keeps not arriving because the word keeps not arriving. He knows the word. He knows he knows the word. He has said this word in English and in Russian and the English version is —
"Ilya?"
Shane has said something. He missed it.
"Sorry," he says. "What."
Not a question. It comes out flat, without the inflection that would make it a question, and he hears it land wrong and cannot fix it.
Shane repeats the question. Something simple. Something Ilya should be able to answer without thinking.
He thinks.
"It was —" he starts. The word is there. Right there, he can feel the shape of it, the weight of it, the way it sits in a sentence. "It was —"
It's not there.
He stops. Starts again. "The thing with the —" No. That's not it. He can feel himself losing the shape of what he was trying to say, the whole thought going soft at the edges, and he pushes toward it and it goes softer and —
He puts his hands flat on the table.
His father's hands. Not moving.
"Ilya —"
"I know what I want to say." His voice comes out wrong. Too sharp, too fast. "I know it. It's —" He touches his temple. "It is here. I can feel that it is here and I cannot —"
He stops.
The kitchen is quiet. Shane has stopped stirring whatever is on the stove. Ilya stares at his hands and he is so ashamed he cannot look up. Not of this moment specifically — of all of it. The accumulated weight of all of it. Every word that didn't come and every sentence that trailed and every nod at the wrong moment and every time Shane has had to wait while Ilya reaches for something that used to be right there.
He used to be able to read the weather.
He used to be able to look at a sky, a room, a person, and know what was coming before it arrived. That was the thing about him — not just the hockey, not just the hands and the speed, but the knowing. The read. The way he was always already there before the play developed. He had never once in his adult life been caught without an answer.
He cannot find a word he has said a thousand times.
"Hey," Shane says.
Ilya does not look up.
Shane crosses the kitchen. Pulls out the chair beside Ilya and sits, close, and puts his hand over Ilya's hands on the table.
"Hey," he says again. "Look at me."
Ilya looks at him.
Shane's face. Open. Patient. The specific patience of someone who has decided to wait as long as it takes and means it, and Ilya knows Shane means it, and it lands wrong anyway. The patience is the right thing, and it is a measurement of how bad things are and he cannot receive it without feeling both. He cannot separate them. The part of his brain that is supposed to separate them is not working.
The weather, again. Coming in without warning.
"Baby," Shane says. "This takes time. You're hurt."
The word — baby — does something unexpected. Not unwelcome. Just — unexpected. Like a change in pressure. Ilya's jaw tightens anyway. He looks back at his hands.
"I know I am hurt," he says. Too flat. "I know."
"I know you know." Shane's thumb moves over his knuckles. "I'm not —"
"I spoke to Zane today." He does not know why he says this. It is not what he was trying to say before. But it is a sentence with all its words present and he needs Shane to understand that he can still do this. That he is not — "We talked for twenty minutes. About the team."
"That's good," Shane says. Carefully.
"He did not notice." Ilya looks up. "That I was — he did not notice anything wrong."
Shane is quiet for a moment.
"Okay," he says.
"I am still —" He stops. Finds it. "Functional. I am still functional."
Shane's face does something.
Ilya sees it before Shane can put it away — a fraction of a second, no more, but it is there and Ilya catches it and it is not pity. He had been braced for pity, has been braced for it for weeks, but it is not that. It is something rawer than that. The specific expression of a man watching something he loves be taken apart piece by piece and having nothing to do about it. Shane loves the way Ilya talks. Ilya has always known this — the particular attention Shane pays when Ilya is being precise, or dry, or devastating, the way his eyes go when Ilya finds exactly the right word for something. Shane has never said this out loud. He doesn't need to.
And Ilya just told him he is still functional.
With the wrong word sitting two inches out of reach.
Shane puts the expression away. It takes less than a second. He is very good at this, has been getting better at it for months, the careful management of his own face so that Ilya does not have to manage it too.
Ilya watched him do it.
He looks back at his hands.
"I know you are," Shane says.
"Then stop —" The word goes. He cannot find it. He cannot find the word and this is exactly the thing he is trying to argue against and the irony of it is not lost on him, and he laughs — a short sharp sound with nothing funny in it. "I cannot even —"
"Ilya."
"I know what the word is." He presses his fingers to his eyes. "I know it. It is a normal word. I have said it a thousand times. And right now I —"
"I know," Shane says.
"You keep saying that."
"Because it's true."
"It doesn't help."
"I know," Shane says. And then, quietly: "I know it doesn't."
Ilya does not drop his hands.
He sits with his fingers pressed to his eyes and the frustration moving through him and he does not drop his hands because dropping his hands means accepting the moment is over and the moment is not over, he is not finished being in it, and he is so tired of being managed out of his own feelings by the careful patient steadiness of Shane's presence. It doesn't help.
He breathes.
Shane waits.
He is thinking about Shane's face. The thing he saw before Shane put it away. He has been thinking about it since it happened and has no way to address it — cannot say I saw that because saying it means making Shane manage his own grief out loud on top of everything else he is managing. Cannot fix it because fixing it would mean finding the word and he cannot find the word. Cannot even ask if Shane is okay because Shane will say yes and mean it and also be lying and they both know it and the knowing makes it worse.
He has been the one who needed for months.
He did not think about what it cost to be the one who gave.
He is sitting at the kitchen table with his fingers pressed to his eyes and the word still missing and Shane's grief still visible in his memory and there is nothing he can do about any of it. The gratitude has been sitting in him for weeks — large, wordless, with nowhere to go — and this is the specific cruelty of it. He cannot say it. He cannot find the words for that either.
This is the thing the injury took that no one put on the list. Not the words, not the reaction time, not the read. The ability to reach Shane. To be useful to him. To be the person who fixes things rather than the thing that needs fixing.
Shane waits.
This is the thing. Shane just — waits. Doesn't fill the silence. Doesn't try another approach. Just sits there with his hand over Ilya's on the table, patient in the way that has no end to it, and Ilya sits in the kitchen with his fingers pressed to his eyes and cannot find the word and cannot make himself move past it and eventually —
He drops his hands.
Looks at Shane. Shane looks back. Not flinching.
Outside the window the sky has gone darker. He watches it over Shane's shoulder. He still cannot tell if it is going to rain. The not-knowing sits in him the way all the not-knowing sits in him now — he cannot forecast, cannot read the conditions, cannot see what is coming before it arrives, and this was once the most fundamental thing about him and now it is simply gone and he does not know when it is coming back or if it is coming back or what he is without it.
"You're hurt," Shane says quietly. "This takes time. That's all this is."
Ilya wants to say: I am so tired of time. He wants to say: I was someone before this. He wants to say the word that is sitting just out of reach, the ordinary word, just to prove he still can.
He doesn't say any of it.
He turns his hand over under Shane's. Shane's fingers close around his.
The sky outside goes darker still. He watches it. He cannot tell what it's going to do.
He stops trying to tell.
Bood texts first. This is how Ilya knows it is Bood's idea and not Shane's — Shane would have asked, would have checked, would have constructed the visit around what Ilya needed. Bood just texts: we're coming Saturday. Cassie's making food. Don't argue.
Ilya does not argue.
He is not sure, reading it, what he feels. Something that is not quite dread and not quite relief. Company means being seen, and being seen means performing okay, and he is so tired of performing okay. But it is Bood. Bood who has been his linemate for four years, who has seen him after bad losses and bad games and one very bad All-Star weekend that neither of them has ever mentioned again. Bood who has texted every week through the dark room weeks and did not require a response and did not stop texting.
Saturday comes.
The apartment is too bright when they arrive — he has been keeping the lights lower than normal, has been doing this for so long that he has stopped noticing until someone comes in and the overhead goes on and it is too much. He does not say anything about it. He sits on the couch and lets his eyes adjust and does not say anything.
Cassie puts containers on the counter. Shane helps her with them, taking them from her arms, and there is a moment of ordinary kitchen choreography — two people who know how to be in a kitchen together, moving around each other — and Ilya watches it from the couch.
He watches Shane.
He has been watching Shane for months. Has been reading Shane's face the way he reads the sky now — watching for information, for what is coming, for whether today is a good day or a bad day. But he has been reading it for his own purposes. Reading it for evidence of the limit.
He has not, he realizes, been reading it for Shane.
Shane looks tired.
Not the tired of a bad night or a hard practice. The tired of something that has been going on for a long time. There are shadows under his eyes that Ilya has been seeing every day and not seeing — has been looking at and not registering because they did not contain information he needed. Shane's shoulders are doing something careful. The held quality of someone who has been bracing for so long they have stopped noticing they are bracing.
His hands, when he sets a container on the counter, stay there a moment too long. Just resting. Like he forgot to move them. Like he is somewhere else for a second and then comes back.
Ilya watches this and feels something turn. Something that has been pointing inward turning, slowly, outward.
Bood drops onto the couch beside him. Not the careful distance everyone else has been maintaining — just sits, the way Bood always sits, taking up his natural amount of space, close enough that their shoulders almost touch.
"You look terrible," Bood says.
Ilya looks at him.
"Better than last month," Bood adds. "But still terrible."
Something moves in Ilya's chest. Not the weather kind — not the valve failing, not the thing he cannot stop. Something smaller. Something that is almost, in its distant way, amusement.
"Thank you," Ilya says. "Very helpful."
Bood grins. Doesn't push it. Sits with him in the comfortable silence of someone who does not need the silence filled.
From the kitchen, the sound of Shane and Cassie talking. Low. Ilya cannot make out the words, which is — that is not accidental. He watches the kitchen doorway. Cassie's hand on the counter, her voice doing something quieter than her usual register. Shane's back to the door.
He sees it.
Cassie steered Shane into the kitchen. Cassie is asking Shane how he is doing in a room where Ilya cannot see Shane's face when he answers.
The read. There it is — faint, unreliable, but there. The understanding arriving before he has assembled all the evidence. He sees the play before it develops. He sees what Cassie did and why she did it and what she understood when she came here.
She came for both of them.
He turns back to Bood.
Bood is looking at him with the particular directness of someone who has decided not to treat him like something fragile.
"How is the therapy going," Bood says. "The brain stuff."
Ilya is quiet for a moment. This is the question no one asks him — Shane asks Terry, Terry tells Shane, Shane does not tell Ilya what Terry said. The careful management of information that is about him. He has noticed this and has not said anything because he does not have the energy to say anything.
"Slow," he says.
"How slow."
"The reaction time is still not right. The numbers are moving but they are moving —" He pauses. "Slowly." Not the word he wanted but a word. "And the language. I lose words. You have not noticed because I talk to you on the phone and I can prepare. In person it is harder."
Bood nods. Not performing surprise. Just taking it in.
"The cognitive therapy," Ilya continues. It is easier than he expected. Bood not performing surprise makes it easier. "They give me exercises. For processing speed. For finding words. It is like doing physio. But for the inside." He pauses. "They have me journaling. Stream of consciousness. English and Russian both. It does not have to make sense. Just — practice the retrieval."
"Does it help."
Ilya considers this. "I think so. It is strange. I am very —" He finds it. "Precise. About language. And this is the opposite of precise. But." He looks at his hands. "It is the one place I can miss a word and no one sees."
Bood is quiet for a moment. Then: "You going to be back next season."
Not only a question.
"Yes," Ilya says. Certain. This has always been certain. "Yes."
Bood nods. That's enough. He doesn't need more than that.
In the kitchen Shane laughs at something Cassie says — a real laugh, sudden, the one that is slightly too loud and that Shane is always faintly embarrassed by after. Ilya hears it and something in him loosens. He has not heard that laugh in a while. He had not realized he had stopped hearing it.
He looks at the kitchen doorway.
Shane's back. Cassie's voice, warmer now. Shane's shoulders doing something different than they were when he arrived — not all the way down, not relaxed exactly, but less braced. Less held.
"Bood," Ilya says.
"Yeah."
"Thank you." He pauses. "For checking on him."
Bood is quiet for a moment. "He's been doing a lot."
"I know." Ilya watches the doorway. "I could not — for a while I could not see past —" He stops. Lets the sentence go. "I know."
Bood nods.
They sit with it. The kitchen sounds. The containers of food on the counter. The particular quality of a Saturday that someone decided to show up for.
"Can you —" Ilya starts. He finds the shape of what he wants to say and moves toward it carefully. "Can you take him out sometimes. You and Cassie. He does not leave the apartment unless it is to drive me somewhere." He pauses. "He needs to be somewhere that is not this."
Bood looks at him for a moment.
"Yeah," he says. "We can do that."
"He will say he is fine."
"I know."
"He is not fine." Ilya looks at his hands. "He is good. He is very good. But he is not fine."
Bood is quiet. "Neither are you."
"No," Ilya agrees. "But I am getting better." He says it and finds, saying it, that he means it. Not performance. Simply true, today, in this moment, on this Saturday with the containers on the counter and Shane's laugh from the kitchen. "I am getting better."
Bood looks at him. The directness. Not fragile. Just — seen.
"How are you doing," Bood says. "Actually."
Ilya considers this. He looks at the window — the Ottawa sky doing its slow indeterminate thing, not committing to anything, waiting.
"Better," he says. "Than last month."
Bood looks at him.
"Still terrible," Ilya adds.
Bood laughs. Short, genuine. And Ilya's mouth does something — not quite a smile, not fully, but the shape of one. The memory of one. Arriving without him deciding to make it.
Bood sees it. Doesn't remark on it. Just settles back into the couch.
Shane comes back from the kitchen.
He has been crying. Not dramatically — his eyes are just slightly too bright, the redness at the edges that he will not mention and that Ilya is not supposed to see. He has composed himself. He is composed. But Ilya can see the place where the composure was rebuilt, the slight over-steadiness of a man who has just put something down and is making sure it stays down.
His eyes find Ilya first, the way they always do.
Ilya meets them and holds them.
Shane's face does something — tries to do the normal thing, the checking thing, and doesn't quite get there. Something underneath it still present. Something Cassie drew out of him in the kitchen that hasn't fully gone back in.
Ilya looks at him — really looks, the way he has not been able to look for months, the read working, the conditions readable — and thinks: I see you. I know what this has cost. I am coming back.
He does not say any of this.
But something passes between them anyway.

July 14
Hot today. The kind of Ottawa summer that comes in without warning and sits. The blinds are closed because the light still gets to me. I can hear it outside. I know this is not something I would have noticed before, the sounds of a summer afternoon from inside a room with the blinds closed, but I notice it now.
Terry says write. Write anything. Does not matter if it makes sense he says. Practice the retrieval he says. So.
Today I skated. First time since — since the ice in the summer facility feels different from Ottawa ice I don't know if that is real or if I am
The word for when you imagine something is different and then it is the same. I don't have it in English right now. Разочарование. Disappointment. That is not exactly right either.
I skated for forty minutes. My legs remember. This is good. Terry says this is good. I think this is good also but it is strange to have the legs remember and the
I lost it.
The legs remember and the — the чутьё. The instinct. The read. I don't have the English right now. The legs remember and the чутьё does not and I keep waiting for them to find each other and they have not found each other yet.
Shane made dinner. I ate it. I cannot always taste things correctly still. This is apparently normal. I did not know this was a symptom. There are many symptoms I did not know about. I have been learning them by experiencing them which is a very stupid way to learn things.
I am very tired of learning things this way.
July 19
Bood called. He took Shane to a game last week. Shane did not tell me this. I think Shane thought I would feel
I don't know what Shane thought I would feel. I am glad Bood did this. I told Bood I was glad. He said yeah yeah which is how Bood accepts things.
I tried to read today. Ten minutes. My eyes are better than they were. In the dark room I could not read at all. Now I can do ten minutes maybe fifteen if it is not too bright. I used to read on planes. I used to read for hours. I do not
This is boring to write about. Terry says write about what is true. This is true. I am bored. I am so bored. I have been injured before and boredom was not like this because I could
физически physically I could still — train, move, something. This is different. My brain gets tired before my body now. I skate for forty minutes and my brain is finished and my body wants more and I have to stop and I
I hate stopping.

July 23
I dreamed about the ice last night. Not playing. Just — standing on it. The smell of it. In the dream I knew something was wrong but I could not find what. I kept skating to where the play was going to be and arriving too late. In the dream I knew I was too late. I could feel the half second.
I woke up and Shane was there and I didn't say anything about the dream.
The word I couldn't find on the 14th. Предвкушение. Anticipation. The thing you feel before the good thing arrives. I don't know why I couldn't find it in English. I have it now.
Anticipation.
I used to live there. In the anticipation. In the half second before.
I want to go back.
July 29
Raining. Good. The light has been wrong for days. Rain is easier than sun.
Terry says the numbers are close. Close is not —
I know what close means. Close means almost. Close means not yet.
I am so tired of not yet.
Shane asked me today how the journal is going. I said fine. He did not ask what I write. I think he wants to ask. I think he has decided not to ask and I think this costs him something and I
I am grateful. I don't know how to say that to him. I am working on it.
Я благодарен. За всё. Я не знаю как это сказать вслух но это правда.
I am grateful. For everything. I don't know how to say it out loud but it is true.

ROZANOV SPOTTED: Ottawa Captain Seen Leaving Advanced Concussion Clinic

First public sighting since injury. Rozanov visibly distressed. Ottawa declines to comment on recovery timeline or prognosis. Return to play remains between Rozanov and his neurological team.
HOLLANDER WITHDRAWS: Shane Hollander Cancels All Scheduled Offseason Public Appearances

Hollander's representation cites personal reasons. No further comment. Hollander had been scheduled to appear at three charity events and two media engagements over the summer.
ROZANOV RECOVERY: Ottawa's Offseason Defined by Captain's Absence Rozanov missed entirety of Ottawa's playoff run, the first time in his career he has not dressed for postseason play. Sources suggest he remains in active neurological treatment. Questions mount about Ottawa's roster planning and cap situation heading into next season. Ottawa has not confirmed timeline. Captain has not been seen at team facilities
OTTAWA DOUBLES DOWN: Any Outlet Speculating on Rozanov's Medical Timeline or Personal Life Will Lose Press Credentials Effective Immediately

Statement from Ottawa Centaurs communications: "Ilya Rozanov is receiving excellent care. Speculation about his medical timeline or personal relationships crosses a clear ethical line. We will not tolerate it."
It starts as nothing. An ordinary evening, the kind they have been having — Shane reading on the couch, Ilya beside him, the lamp on because the lamp is okay now, has been okay for a few weeks. The particular quiet of two people who have learned to be in the same room without requiring anything from each other.
Ilya is not reading. He has been looking at Shane.
Not the way he has been looking at Shane for months — not reading for information, not watching for the limit, not monitoring the careful face for signs of what is coming. Just looking. The line of Shane's jaw. The way he holds a book slightly too close, which he has done since Ilya has known him and which Ilya has always privately thought means he needs glasses and will not admit it. The particular quality of Shane's stillness, which is different from other people's stillness — it has intention in it. Shane is always doing something, even at rest.
Ilya has not been able to look at Shane like this in a long time.
He has been so far inside himself for so long that Shane has existed at the periphery — necessary, constant, the fixed point that everything else orbited around — but not fully seen. Not looked at. Ilya has been receiving Shane for months. The hand on the center console. The three things he can keep. The chair in the dark room and the water and the yes-or-no questions and all the careful management of a man trying very hard not to add to the weight.
Shane has been giving and giving, and Ilya has been taking and taking, and the gratitude for it has been sitting in his chest since July 29th without a way out.
He sees Shane now.
The tiredness that has lived under Shane's eyes for months, lighter than it was but still there. The way he holds himself when he doesn't think anyone is watching — the shoulders not quite all the way down, the residue of months of bracing. He has been carrying this too. Quietly, without asking for anything, without making Ilya feel the weight of being carried.
Ilya reaches out.
His hand finds Shane's where it rests on the open page. Not urgent. Not asking for anything yet. Just — contact. His hand on Shane's hand, still.
Shane goes still.
He doesn't look up immediately. Ilya watches his face — the small shift in it, something moving underneath the surface, something being understood. Then Shane looks up.
Ilya meets his eyes and does not look away.
He does not have the words. He has been trying to find them since July, since he wrote I am grateful, I don't know how to say it out loud, and they have not come, or they have come wrong, too small for what he means. Language has been the thing that failed him first and it is failing him again now, here, when he needs it most.
But his hands are working.
He turns Shane's hand over beneath his. Brings it up. Presses his mouth to Shane's knuckles, to the back of his hand, slow and deliberate, his eyes open.
Shane makes a sound.
Small. Barely a sound at all. But Ilya hears it.
He sets Shane's hand down and moves closer and Shane's book slides somewhere unimportant and they are facing each other in the lamplight and Ilya puts his hands on Shane's face and just holds it. Just looks at him.
Shane's eyes are doing something. Ilya watches them do it. The careful hope in them, the thing Shane has been keeping very controlled for months, the wanting that he has set aside and set aside and set aside in favour of what Ilya needed.
Ilya kisses him.
And Shane kisses back, and then pulls back, just slightly. His hands on Ilya's arms. His face very close.
"Are you sure?" Shane says. Quiet. "I don't want to hurt you."
Ilya goes still.
Not the stillness of receiving something well. The other kind — the brief arrest of a man who has just been reminded, gently and without intention, of exactly what he is. The careful question. The management of him, still, even here, even now.
He looks at Shane's face.
The concern in it. The love in it. The exhaustion of months of getting it right, of calibrating every question, every word, every moment of contact around what Ilya could handle.
Shane is not doing anything wrong.
Ilya knows Shane is not doing anything wrong. And still for one moment it sits badly — the question, the pulling back, the are you sure — because he has been so tired of being someone whose needs require checking. He has been so tired of the careful.
He breathes through it.
"You won't hurt me," Ilya says.
Shane looks at him.
"Shane." He keeps his hands on Shane's face. Keeps his eyes on Shane's eyes. "I am here. I am present. Right now, tonight, I am here with you and I am not —" He finds it. "I am not behind the glass anymore."
Something breaks open in Shane's face.
It is not dramatic. It is very quiet — the specific quality of something that has been held for a long time and is now, carefully, being set down. Shane exhales. His forehead drops to Ilya's. They sit like that for a moment, foreheads together, breathing.
"Okay," Shane says. Very quietly. "Okay."
Ilya's thumbs move over Shane's jaw. Feeling the shape of him. His hands working. Doing what he asks of them.
He kisses him again and this time Shane doesn't pull back.
They move to the bedroom eventually. No urgency. Ilya sets the pace and Shane lets him — lets him lead, lets him give, which is the thing Ilya needed without fully knowing he needed it. To give. To be the one whose presence is not just weight that someone else is carrying.
He pays attention.
This is what he does when things matter. The read. The anticipation. Everything else going quiet and the thing in front of him becoming the only thing. He has not been able to do this for months — has not been able to hold his attention on anything outside himself, has been so far inside the concussion, inside the fog, inside the ongoing emergency of his own brain — and the return of it now, here, with Shane, feels like —
He doesn't have the word.
He doesn't need the word.
He looks at Shane in the low light and pays attention. Really pays attention, the way he used to, the way that made Shane laugh once, early, you're staring and Ilya had said I am looking, these are different things. He is looking now. The line of Shane's collarbone. The way he breathes. The particular way Shane's face goes when he stops managing it, when the careful patient composure comes down, and what is underneath it is just — Shane. Wanting. Present. Here.
Shane has been here this whole time.
Ilya thinks about the chair in the dark room. About the hand on the center console. About I love you, I'm here, we'll get through this said in the dark at 3am into the top of his head. About all the things Shane put down so he could pick up what Ilya dropped.
His hands move and he watches Shane's face change and he thinks: I see all of it. I see what this cost you. I see that you did it anyway.
"Ilya," Shane says.
Just that. His name.
"I know," Ilya says. "I'm here."
And he is. He is here in a way he has not been here for months, fully present, the fog gone or gone enough, his brain and his body working together and in the same direction for the first time since before the hit. He had forgotten what this felt like. The specific quality of being completely inside a moment without part of him drifting, without the fog pulling at the edges, without having to work to stay.
He stays.
He notices everything. The way Shane's hands move — careful at first, the carefulness of months of habit, and then less careful as Ilya makes it clear that careful is no longer what this needs. The sound Shane makes when Ilya finds the place inside him that makes him whimper. The exact moment Shane stops managing and just — lets go. Trusts.
Shane trusts him.
Even after months of being the one who held everything together, even with the months of dark rooms and passenger seats and yes-or-no questions still between them — Shane trusts him. Has always trusted him. Did not stop trusting him when the fog came.
Something in Ilya's chest opens and does not close.
He takes his time. He has been so exhausted for so long, has had so little to give, and tonight he has something to give and he gives it entirely — his attention, his presence, all of it. For Shane. Because Shane has been in the chair in the dark room for months and has never once asked for anything in return and Ilya does not know how to say that in English or in Russian or in any language available to him.
He knows how to say it like this.
Shane says his name again, differently, and Ilya says: "I have you."
He does not know where the words come from. They are just there, the way the right words used to always be just there, arriving without effort. I have you. The words for exactly what he means.
Shane exhales like he has been holding something for a very long time.
And then —
Ilya feels it before he sees it. The slight tremor in Shane. The change in his breathing. The wet against Ilya's shoulder.
Ilya doesn't say anything. Doesn't ask. Just pulls him closer, his hand at the back of Shane's head, and holds on.
"I love you," Ilya says quietly. "I have you."
The lamp is off. The window is open. The Ottawa summer moving through the curtains — warm, slow, the smell of the city at night, the particular quality of summer air that he has spent most of his adult life not noticing because he was always somewhere else, always in motion, always the next thing. The good dark. Nothing like the dark of the dark room.
Ilya is on his back. Shane is beside him, close, his head on Ilya's chest. Ilya can feel Shane's breathing slowing toward something that might be sleep, and he does not move, does not speak, just lets it slow.
His hand is in Shane's hair.
He looks at his own hand in the low light. Just looks at it. Broad across the knuckles. The scar on the left index finger. These hands that have been slow for months, late, the half second gap between instruction and movement. Working tonight. Doing everything he asked of them.
He moves his fingers slowly through Shane's hair and feels Shane shift closer and thinks about all the ways these hands have failed him this year and all the ways they have not. The hand reaching for Shane's on the center console. The hands flat on the kitchen table. The hands on Shane's face tonight, holding it — I am here. I am not behind the glass anymore.
His hands.
He is not afraid of them tonight.
"Shane," he says. Quietly. He is not sure if Shane is still awake.
"Mm." Still awake. Barely.
Ilya looks at the ceiling. The Ottawa dark. He thinks of the journal entry. Я благодарен. За всё. Я не знаю как это сказать вслух но это правда.
"I am grateful," he says. In English. Out loud, which he could not do in July, which he is doing now. "For — for all of it. For you." He pauses. The words are slow but they are there. "I know this has been — I know it has cost you. I know you never —" He stops. Starts again. "You never made me feel like a burden."
Shane is very still against his chest.
"You were never a burden," Shane says.
"I know you think that."
"Ilya —"
"I know," Ilya says. "I believe you." He does. This is perhaps the thing that has changed the most — he believes Shane. He has spent months waiting for the limit, waiting for the of course, and it has not come, and somewhere in the long middle of it he stopped waiting. Started believing instead. "I am just — I wanted to say. That I know what it cost. And that I am —" He finds it. Right there, available. "Grateful."
Shane's arm tightens across his chest. Doesn't speak for a moment.
"I'd do it again," Shane says finally. Very quietly. "All of it. I'd do it again tomorrow."
Ilya closes his eyes.
He thinks: I know. That is the thing about you. That has always been the thing about you.
He does not say this out loud.
Some things he is still learning to say. But he is learning.
Outside the Ottawa summer. The curtains moving. He looks at the ceiling and tries to read the weather of the room — the conditions, what is coming, whether the morning will be good or bad, whether the fog will be back tomorrow.
Clear, he thinks. For tonight, clear.
He closes his eyes. Shane's breathing has gone slow against his chest. His hand still moving, gently, through Shane's hair.
He sleeps.
He passes the tests in August.
He does not celebrate this. He sits in Terry's office and Terry shows him the numbers and the numbers are where they need to be and Ilya looks at them and thinks: these are not the right numbers. Not because they are wrong on the page. They are right on the page. They are within the acceptable range, the range that means cleared, the range that means he can return to full contact practice.
He knows they are not his numbers.
His numbers, before, were not within the acceptable range. His numbers were above it, outside it, in the place where the measurement stops being useful because it is measuring something it was not designed to measure. He knows this the way he knows his own skating — not from being told but from the inside, from the feel of it.
These numbers are acceptable.
He does not say this to Terry. He takes the clearance and says thank you and goes home and tells Shane and Shane's face does the thing it does and Ilya accepts it and does not say: I am not ready. Because maybe he is wrong. Because maybe the ice will tell him something different. Because the only way to know is to go.

Training camp is in September.
He drives himself to the rink on the first morning. Parks in his usual spot — he has a usual spot, has had one for four years, the third space from the end nearest the side entrance. He has not been here since April. He sits in the car for a moment and looks at the building.
He has missed this.
He has missed it in a way he could not fully feel in the dark room, could not fully feel in the car being driven home from Terry's, could not fully access through the fog. It was always there underneath — the ice, the smell of it, the sound of a rink at full practice — but he could not get to it. Now he is here and the missing is suddenly very present and very large and he sits with it for a moment before he gets out of the car.
The rink smells the same.
Of course it smells the same. He does not know what he expected. He stands just inside the side entrance with his bag on his shoulder and breathes it in — the cold, the particular mineral smell of ice, the underneath smell of rubber matting and equipment and coffee from somewhere down the corridor. He has been breathing this smell since he was four years old. It is one of the most reliable things he knows.
He breathes it in and feels something in his chest unclench that has been clenched for months.
Bood finds him in the corridor.
"Roz." Not careful, not performative. Just Bood, his hand landing solid on Ilya's shoulder, squeezing once. "Good to have you back."
"Good to be back," Ilya says.
And means it. He means it with everything he has.
The locker room is loud in the way it is always loud at the start of camp — everyone back from summer, the particular energy of a group of men who have missed each other and will express this through insults and volume. Ilya stands in the doorway for a moment and watches it before anyone sees him.
Troy Barrett is telling a story with his whole body, arms going, Holmberg and LaPointe listening with the specific attention of men waiting to laugh. Wyatt Hayes is showing someone a photo on his phone. Dykstra is taping his stick with the focused expression of a man who finds the ritual meditative. Chouinard is eating something that smells aggressively of garlic at eight in the morning, which he has done every training camp Ilya has been here for and which no one has ever successfully stopped.
Luca Haas sees him first.
Haas is twenty-two and has been in the league for two years and still has the quality of someone who is slightly astonished to be here. He looks at Ilya from across the room with an expression that is trying very hard not to be the expression it is.
"Captain," Haas says.
The room goes slightly different. Not quiet — it doesn't go quiet, these are hockey players and the volume stays up — but something shifts. Heads turning. The particular recalibration of a group of people who are glad to see someone and are trying to decide how glad they're allowed to show.
Troy Barrett says: "Rozanov. You look like shit."
This is exactly right. This is the correct thing for Troy Barrett to say, and Ilya could kiss him for it.
"Barrett," Ilya says. "You cut your hair."
"Yeah."
"It's bad."
Troy grins. "Yeah, it really is."
And that's it. That's the recalibration — two sentences and the room settles back into itself, the volume returns, and Ilya is just here, just back, just another body in the locker room getting ready for the first day of camp. Someone throws a roll of tape at someone else. Bood says something in the corner that makes Dykstra snort. The garlic smell intensifies.
Ilya goes to his stall.
His stall is the same. Of course it is the same. His nameplate, his hooks, the particular configuration of things that has been his for four years. He sits down and starts getting dressed and his hands do the familiar work automatically — shin guards, skate socks, the routine so deep in his body that it requires nothing from his brain.
Shane is two stalls down. Getting dressed with the focused efficiency he brings to everything. He glances over once — the checking — and Ilya meets his eyes and gives him the small nod that means: I'm okay. I'm here.
Shane holds his gaze for one extra second. Then nods back. Trusts it.
Haas appears at the edge of Ilya's peripheral vision. Hovering. Ilya finishes lacing his left skate before he looks up.
Haas says: "I'm really glad you're back, Captain."
He says it like he has been waiting to say it for months. Like he has been saving it up.
Ilya looks at him. Twenty-two years old from Zurich, two years in the league, still slightly astonished to be here. He had a good season last year. He will have a better one this year if he trusts himself. He does not yet fully trust himself.
"Thank you, Haas," Ilya says.
Haas nods. Starts to go.
"Haas."
He turns back.
"Good summer?"
Haas blinks. Then: "Yeah. Yeah, really good."
"Good," Ilya says. "Tell me later."
Haas almost smiles. Goes back to his stall.
Ilya finishes dressing. Around him the locker room does what locker rooms do. The noise, the movement, the specific warmth of a group of people who know each other well enough to be careless with each other. He has been away from this for five months and he has missed it and he is here and it is good.
He is here and it is good and he is not quite right yet and both of these things are true.
He stands up. Picks up his stick.
He goes to the ice.
The first drill is skating. Edges, crossovers, the body finding the patterns it has been running since childhood. His legs know this. His legs have always known this. He skates and the body is fine — better than fine, the summer skating kept him sharp, his edges are clean and his stride is long and he is moving the way he is supposed to move.
He lets himself have this. The body is back. The body remembered.
The second drill is a passing sequence. Read and react. Puck moving, player responding.
He is a half-beat late.
Small. Not enough that anyone without context would catch it. But the gap is there and he feels it — the puck going where he expected and his body arriving just after the moment instead of in it. He finishes the drill and skates to the back of the line and does not let his face do anything.
Third drill. A rush, two on one, decision made in real time. He sees it coming — he sees it, the read is almost there, and he commits and he is —
Close.
He is so close.
He is also late.
Bood skates past on the way back. Doesn't say anything. Just looks at him for half a second with the eyes of a man who has been his linemate for four years and knows exactly what Ilya Rozanov looks like when he's right.
Ilya looks back at him.
Neither of them says anything.
There is nothing to say.
Practice ends. The others file off. Ilya stays — not long, just a few extra laps, the quiet of an emptying rink. He used to do this before the hit. First on, last off. He needs the time. The ice. The thinking it allows.
He skates and tries to feel for the thing that is almost there. The anticipation. The чутьё. It is like reaching for a word he knows — he can feel the shape of it, the weight of it, the exact place it should be. He cannot close the last distance.
He tries again. Pushes toward it. It goes soft at the edges the way thoughts used to go soft, the way words used to dissolve before he could reach them, and he skates harder as though speed will help, as though he can outskate the half second, and of course he cannot, of course speed is not the variable, and he knows this, he knows —
He stops at centre ice.
The rink is empty. Just him. His breath coming visible in the cold and his heart going from the skating and the ice all around him, the thing he loves most in the world, the thing he has built his entire life around, and he is standing in the middle of it and he is not right and he does not know when he will be right and he is so tired.
He is so tired of almost.
The weather comes in without warning. It always does now, still, even after months of learning to expect it — no pressure drop, no approach, just there, suddenly filling all the available space. His throat closes. His eyes burn. He is standing at centre ice in an empty rink in his gear and he is — he is —
He is furious.
Not the hot fast fury he knows how to use, the kind that becomes fuel, the kind he has turned into goals and wins and performances for twenty years. This is the other kind. The cold kind. The kind that sits in the chest and has nowhere to go because there is nothing to direct it at, nothing to fight, no opponent, no play, just — the gap. The half second. The thing that is almost there and will not come.
He has done everything right.
This is the thing that keeps arriving, underneath the fury, underneath the exhaustion — he has done everything right. He did the dark room. He did the yes-or-no questions and the careful eating and the sleep and the not pushing when pushing would have felt better. He did the light board, the numbers, the sessions with Terry and his careful neutral face. He did the journal, stream of consciousness, English and Russian, the retrieval practice, the slow work of finding words that used to come without effort. He has been patient in a way he has never been patient about anything in his life.
And he is standing at centre ice and he is still half a second late.
His stick hits the ice.
Not a full slash. Not equipment thrown, not the kind of thing that gets noticed, gets commented on. Just — the stick coming down against the ice, hard, once, the sound of it sharp in the empty rink. The impact going up through his hands and arms and settling somewhere in his chest.
He stands there.
Breathes.
The rink is very quiet. His breath still visible. The ice marked from practice around him — the cuts, the stops, the evidence of all the other bodies that were here today and are gone now. He is the only one left.
He has been the only one left for months. On the outside of the season, on the outside of the game, watching from the wrong side of the glass. He thought coming back to the ice would fix that feeling. He thought the ice would give him back to himself.
The ice does not lie. He knew this before and he knows it now. It is not giving him what he cannot yet give himself.
He looks down at his hands on the stick.
His hands. They are working — have been working, the reaction time close enough to pass the tests, close enough for Terry's numbers. His hands are not the problem. The problem is not in his hands.
The problem is in the space between knowing and doing. The problem is the half second. The problem is invisible and has no fix except time and he is so tired of time, has been so tired of time since the dark room, since the curtain and the line of light and the thought that wouldn't finish, and he is still here, still waiting, still —
The fury moves through him.
He lets it.
He stands at centre ice and lets the weather do what weather does — moves through, on its own timeline, indifferent to what he wants from it. He does not stop it. He does not perform calm. There is no one here to perform for.
After a while it passes. Not because he stopped it. It just passes, the way it always passes, leaving him wrung out and cold and still standing on the ice that has been his whole life.
He is upset.
He is also, underneath the upset, something else. Something that has been there since August when he looked at the acceptable numbers and knew they were not his numbers. Something quiet and stubborn and not quite hope but adjacent to it.
He came back this far.
The ice, the skating, the body remembering, the language coming back, the read almost there. He came back this far from the dark room and the curtain and the line of light and the thought that wouldn't finish. From the empty chair and Shane's hand on the center console and I love you, I'm here, we'll get through this.
He came back this far.
He will come back the rest of the way. He does not know when. He cannot forecast it, cannot read the conditions, cannot tell you what the weather will do tomorrow. But he will come back.
He picks up his stick.
Skates off.
Wiebe's office is small and cluttered in the way of a man who is a beloved colleague collects evidence of those relationships. Ilya sits across the desk from him and Wiebe looks at him with the direct undecorated attention of someone who is not going to make this easier by making it smaller.
"You know why you're here," Wiebe says.
"Yes," Ilya says.
Wiebe is quiet for a moment. "You skated well today."
"I know."
"Your numbers are good. Medically you're cleared."
"I know," Ilya says again.
Wiebe looks at him. "But."
Ilya looks back at him. "You watched practice."
"I watched practice."
A beat.
"I can't put you on the ice yet, Ilya," Wiebe says. "Not in games. Not yet."
Ilya nods.
He had known this was coming. Had known it standing at centre ice after practice, had known it skating off, had known it walking down the corridor to this office. He had known it and he is still — he is sitting in the chair across from Wiebe and something in his chest is doing the thing it does, the weather moving in, and he breathes through it the way he has learned to breathe through it.
"How long," he says.
"I don't know," Wiebe says. Honest. He does not dress it up. This is one of the things Ilya has always respected about him. "Could be weeks. Could be longer. I need to see the read come back before I can put you out there."
"I am close," Ilya says.
"I know you are."
"The numbers —"
"I know what the numbers say." Wiebe's voice is not unkind. "I also know what I saw today. And I know what you look like when you're right, Ilya. I've been watching you for four years."
Ilya is quiet.
"You're not there yet," Wiebe says. "You know you're not there yet."
Ilya is quiet.
He has known all day. Known it in the drill, known it skating off, known it walking down this corridor. Being told changes nothing about the knowing. And still — something in his chest goes tight and heavy and he has to breathe through it, has to keep his eyes on Wiebe and not look away, because looking away would make this harder and he is not going to make this harder.
"Okay," he says.
He stands. Wiebe doesn't stand yet.
"Sit down a minute," Wiebe says.
Ilya sits back down.
Wiebe leans forward. His elbows on the desk. The direct undecorated attention, but different now — not the coach version, something underneath it.
"I need you to hear something," Wiebe says. "Not as your coach. Just — I need you to hear it."
Ilya waits.
"If this was Haas," Wiebe says. "Or Holmberg. Or any of the young guys coming into camp not quite right after something like this." He pauses. "You would not let me put them out. You'd come in here and you'd sit in that chair, and you'd tell me we need to protect them. That going out too soon could get them hurt worse. That it wasn't worth it."
Ilya is quiet.
"You know I'm right," Wiebe says.
"That's different," Ilya says.
"How."
He opens his mouth. Closes it. He does not have an answer that holds up and he knows it, and Wiebe knows it and they both sit with that for a moment.
"It's not different," Wiebe says. Not unkindly. "You're my captain. I need to protect you the same way you'd protect them. More, maybe." He pauses. "I'm asking you to let me do that."
Ilya looks at his hands on his knees.
"I know it's hard," Wiebe says. "I know you're close. I can see you're close. But close isn't —"
"There yet," Ilya finishes. Quietly.
"No."
The room is quiet. Ilya breathes. The weather in his chest, present, not moving, just sitting there. He lets it sit.
"Can I tell you something," Wiebe says.
Ilya looks up.
Wiebe's face has done something. Gone somewhere more personal than Ilya has seen it go in four years of sitting across this desk.
"I was there," Wiebe says. "When it happened. I watched the whole thing." He stops. Starts again. "Shane was on the bench. He saw it before I did — I don't know how, but he was already moving before you hit the ice." Another pause. "I thought — for a moment, I thought —"
He stops.
Ilya waits.
"I thought Shane had just watched you die," Wiebe says. "That's what it looked like. That's what it looked like from the bench."
The room is very quiet.
Ilya does not have words for this. He does not remember the hit — has no memory of it, just the dark room on the other side of it, just the line of light under the curtain and the headache and the slow terrible work of coming back. He has been living the aftermath without the before. Without knowing what it looked like from the outside. Without knowing what Shane saw.
He thinks about Shane's face. The shadows under his eyes. The way his hands stayed on the counter a moment too long.
He thinks about Shane in the car, driving him to appointments, the heat already on, the hand on the center console. Shane who came back from getting water and found Ilya standing in the dark and held him and said the three things he could keep. Shane who asked are you sure, I don't want to hurt you in July with the window open and the lamp on.
Shane who watched him go down and thought —
Ilya's hands go still on his knees.
"You don't remember it," Wiebe says. "I know you don't. And I'm glad you don't." He looks at Ilya steadily. "But I remember. And Shane remembers. And I am not — I will not put you back out there until I am certain. Because I am not doing that again, and I am not asking Shane to watch that again."
Ilya is quiet for a long moment.
"He never told me," Ilya says finally. "What it looked like."
"No," Wiebe says. "He wouldn't."
Of course he wouldn't. Shane who has been so careful, so calibrated, who took every hard thing and put it somewhere Ilya couldn't see it because Ilya had enough to carry. Shane who sat in the chair in the dark room and said I love you, I'm here, we'll get through this and never once said: I watched you and I thought you were gone.
Ilya presses his fingers to his eyes for a moment. Just a moment. Then drops his hands.
"Okay," he says.
Different from the first okay. That one was compliance. This one is something else. Something closer to understanding. To actually hearing it, not just receiving the decision but feeling the weight of what it is protecting.
"Okay," he says again. "You're right. I know you're right."
Wiebe nods. Doesn't make it more than it needs to be.
"You practice every day," he says. "I watch. When I see it come back — and I think it's coming, Ilya, I think it's close — I activate you."
"And if it doesn't come back," Ilya says.
Wiebe looks at him.
"I need to know," Ilya says. "If it doesn't come back. I need you to tell me."
A long moment.
"I'll tell you," Wiebe says. "But I don't think that's what's happening here. I've been watching you for four years. It's in there." He pauses. "It's just not ready yet."
Ilya stands. This time Wiebe stands too. They shake hands across the desk.
Ilya walks out of the office.
He stands in the corridor. The rink smell. The cold. He is thinking about Shane on the bench, already moving before Ilya hit the ice. Shane watching and thinking —
He is going to go home, and he is going to look at Shane, and he does not know what he is going to say. He does not know if there are words for this or if this is another thing that crosses over without translation.
But he is going to go home.
He picks up his bag. Walks toward the parking lot. Gets in his car.
Drives himself home.

ROZANOV ON LTIR: Ottawa Captain Will Not Dress for Season Opener

Rozanov confirmed on long term injured reserve ahead of regular season. Has been participating in practice. Ottawa reiterates return to play timeline remains between Rozanov and his neurological team. No further comment.
OTTAWA RESHUFFLES LINES: Hollander, Haas, and Holmberg Elevated to First Line; AHL Callup Named to Second Line

Ottawa moves its second line unit to first line intact ahead of season opener. AHL callup named second line centre alongside Boodram and Barrett, filling Rozanov's vacant spot. Ottawa declines to comment on whether the restructure is permanent.
WIEBE ON ROZANOV: "I Plan for Ilya to Come Back When He's Ready. That's My Plan."

Ottawa head coach addresses media ahead of season opener. Declines to speculate on timeline. When asked whether Ottawa is planning for life without Rozanov: "No, but we'll support him through that too."
THE WAITING GAME: Ottawa Begins Season Without Their Captain for the First Time in Four Years

Rozanov has not missed a regular season game due to injury since joining Ottawa. Around the league, analysts divided on Ottawa's decision to leave his spot vacant rather than restructure around his absence. Ottawa has not commented.
END OF THE LINE? Retirement Announcement from Rozanov Seems Inevitable, Experts Say

Multiple analysts suggest Rozanov's extended absence and lack of clear timeline point toward retirement. "At some point the organization has to plan for the future," said one league source, speaking anonymously. Ottawa has not responded to requests for comment. Rozanov's camp has not responded to requests for comment. Shane Hollander not available for comment.

He is in the building.
This is the thing he tells himself in the mornings, getting dressed in clothes that are not gear, driving to the rink in his own car. He is in the building. He is not in the dark room. He is not in the passenger seat. He is in the building, and he is on the ice every practice and the read is getting closer and he is in the building.
It helps, some days.
Other days he sits on the bench in street clothes and watches his team play hockey and it does not help at all.
The bench is wrong in street clothes.
He has sat on this bench for four years in full gear, in the particular compressed readiness of a man waiting to be needed. He knows every board, every sight line, the exact angle from this position to the net, the way sound travels in this building when it is full. He knows this bench.
He does not know how to sit on it like this. Watching. Hands in his lap instead of on a stick. The game happening in front of him and his body reading it — the read is coming back, he can feel it coming back, he knows before the play develops now, most of the time, the anticipation returning in increments so small that some days he can't tell and then some days it is simply, quietly, more there than it was — and there is nothing he can do with the read except watch.
He watches.
Bood on the ice, his linemate, playing with someone else in Ilya's spot. He has watched Bood play from press boxes and couches and the bench in street clothes and from across the ice in practice and he knows Bood's game the way he knows his own. He can see the play Bood is about to make before Bood makes it.
He could have made that play.
He could make it now. He is almost certain he could make it now. And for one moment — just one, brief and uncharitable — he watches the man in his spot complete the play half a second too late and thinks: it shows.
He sits on the bench.
He is not proud of the thought. It doesn't stop him from having it.
Wiebe watches him at practice. This is not new — Wiebe has always watched; it is his job to watch — but Ilya is aware of it differently now. The particular quality of being evaluated. He runs every drill with the full attention he has always brought to things that matter, which is all of his attention, and he feels the read working, feels himself arriving in the right place at the right time, and he does not look at Wiebe because looking at Wiebe would mean needing something from Wiebe and he is not doing that.
When it is time Wiebe will tell him.
He practices and he waits.
The hardest game is a Tuesday in October.
He does not know why this one specifically. They have played eleven games without him and he has watched all of them from the bench and managed it — the weather moving through on some nights, controlled on others, the long practice of sitting with things he cannot change. He has gotten better at it. He has gotten better at a lot of things this year that he did not want to get better at.
But this Tuesday, for reasons he cannot identify, he cannot get far enough from it.
A penalty, badly timed. A defensive breakdown that he saw coming three seconds before it happened. The kind of thing that would not have happened if he had been on the ice because he would have read it, would have already been moving to close the gap. He knows this and he cannot say this and he sits on the bench and watches the other team score and feels the fury move through him like weather, cold and directionless.
Not at his teammates. They are doing everything they can. Not at Wiebe. Wiebe is right, has been right, Ilya has accepted this.
At the gap. At the half second. At the specific cruelty of being this close — of being able to read the play, to feel the чутьё returning, to know in his body that he is almost there — and still sitting on this bench in these clothes watching a penalty that didn't have to happen.
He breathes.
He lets it move through.
It moves through.
Shane, two seats down, doing his own version of the same thing — the stillness of a man managing something. He glances over. Ilya meets his eyes.
Neither of them says anything.
There is nothing to say that the other doesn't already know.
The days shorter now, Ottawa going grey and cold in the way it does, the particular darkness of a city settling in for a long winter. He drives to the rink. He practices. He sits on the bench. He drives home.
He does not journal much anymore. The words come when they come and mostly, they come — the language not an emergency, not something he monitors. It is just there, both of them, English and Russian, available. He notices their availability the way you notice good weather: with gratitude, without surprise.
He skates after practice most days. The extra laps, the empty rink, the thinking it allows. He is not searching now the way he was searching in September — pushing toward the чутьё, testing for it, coming up against the gap. It is more like tending. Showing up and letting the ice tell him what it tells him and trusting that what it is telling him is getting closer to the truth.

It is an ordinary practice.
Nothing significant about it. A Wednesday, early December, the rink cold the way it is always cold, the team running systems. He is not thinking about the чутьё. He stopped thinking about it sometime in November — stopped reaching for it, stopped testing for it, because reaching and testing had started to feel like pressing on a bruise. He could always find the tenderness. Finding it did nothing except remind him it was there.
So, he stopped looking.
He runs the drill.
It is a cycle drill, three men, puck moving in a pattern he has run so many times it lives in his body rather than his brain. He is not thinking. He is just skating, just moving —
He knows where the puck is going.
Not thinks. Knows. The way he used to know, the way he has always known, the way that is not thought but something underneath thought, older than thought. The puck is going to the left boards and he is already there, already moving —
He has it.
The play finishes. He skates to the back of the line.
That is all. No bells. No announcement. Holmberg says something to LaPointe. Someone's stick hits the boards. The drill runs again.
He goes again.
He knows.
Again.
He knows.
He is at the back of the line and something very large and very quiet is happening inside him and he does not look at anyone, does not let his face do anything, just breathes and waits for his turn and goes again —
He knows.
It is there. Clean. Effortless. The way it was before all of this, before the curtain and the line of light and the numbers on the screen and the months and months of almost. He reaches for it and it is simply there, in the place it has always been, as though it never left, as though eight months of absence was something he invented.
He wonders for a moment if he invented it.
But standing here on the ice with the чутьё back where it belongs, effortless and clean and his — he cannot fully hold both things at once. The eight months and this. The gap and the no gap. His brain keeps trying to reconcile them and they will not reconcile, they simply exist side by side, the before and after with nothing connecting them except the ordinary Wednesday in December when he reached for it and it was there.
He skates to the back of the line.
Shane is in the line.
Ilya had not been looking at Shane. He had been running the drill the way he always runs drills, full attention forward, and he had not been tracking where Shane was in the rotation. But Shane is two people ahead of him in the line and he is looking at Ilya.
Not the checking. Not the reading-for-information look that Ilya has been on the receiving end of all year. Something different.
Shane saw it.
Of course, Shane saw it. Shane is on the ice. Shane has been watching Ilya run this drill for months, has been in the line with him through all of it, through the almost and the not yet and the half second that would not close. Shane knows what Ilya Rozanov looks like when the read is working.
Their eyes meet.
Ilya doesn't say anything. Can't say anything — they are in the middle of practice, Wiebe is on the boards, this is not the moment.
But Shane's face lights up in a way Ilya has not seen since the hit.
The thing Ilya has been watching all year. The thing that has been there through all of it, patient and present and not going anywhere.
Shane turns forward in the line. The drill runs. They do not speak.
They don't need to.
The locker room loud the way it always is. Ilya gets undressed and showers and gets dressed again and does all of it automatically, the routine requiring nothing from him, and he lets his mind go quiet.
He had not looked out the window during practice. He looks now — through the high narrow window above the showers, the December sky, the particular grey of an Ottawa winter afternoon. He looks at it for a moment, not reaching, not trying to read it.
He knows what it is going to do.
Snow, later. Tonight. He is certain of it in the way he used to be certain, the read working, the conditions clear.
He looks at the sky and then looks away.
It is there.
He keeps reaching for it, lightly, the way you touch something you aren't sure is real. It is there every time. Clean. His.
Bood drops onto the bench beside him. Looks at him with the four-years-linemate directness.
"Yeah?" Bood says.
Ilya looks at him.
"Yeah," Ilya says.
Bood nods. That's the whole conversation.
He goes to Wiebe's office. Knocks. Wiebe looks up.
"Watch me tomorrow," Ilya says.
Wiebe watches him the next day. And the day after. On the third day he keeps Ilya after practice and looks at him with the direct undecorated attention that is Wiebe's version of honesty.
"Yeah," Wiebe says.
"Yeah," Ilya says.
"End of week," Wiebe says. "I'll have you activated."
Ilya nods. He does not trust himself to say anything. Something in his chest is very large and very quiet and he does not want to disturb it.
He goes to his car. Sits in it for a moment. His hands on the wheel. December light through the windshield, thin and pale. His car. His hands. The Ottawa winter outside.
He thinks: it came back.
He drives home.

Shane is already there — left practice before Ilya, gets home first most days. He is in the kitchen doing something ordinary and he looks up when Ilya comes through the door.
He doesn't do the checking. He already knows. He was on the ice on Wednesday, he saw the drill, he saw Ilya's face — or maybe he sees it now in the way Ilya is standing in the doorway. The way he is occupying his own body. Something returned to it.
Shane goes still.
Ilya stands in the doorway and looks at him.
Eight months. The dark room and the line of light under the curtain. The passenger seat. The hand on the center console. The numbers on the screen. The journal. The kitchen table and baby, this takes time. The couch in July and I am not behind the glass anymore. Training camp and the stick coming down on the ice and the cold fury of a man who has done everything right and still has to wait. The bench in street clothes. The Tuesday in October. The not yet and the not yet and the not yet.
All of it standing between them in the kitchen and also completely gone, because it came back, it is simply back, clean and effortless and his, and he is standing in the doorway of his own home looking at the man who sat in the chair in the dark room and said the three things he could keep —
"It came back," Ilya says.
His voice comes out low. Strange. He had not known until he said it how much he needed to say it out loud. Not to Wiebe, not to Bood with their one-word conversation in the locker room. To Shane. It needed to be said to Shane.
And then Shane is moving across the kitchen and Ilya meets him halfway, his body just moving toward Shane's body the way it has always moved, the read, the anticipation, already there —
Shane's arms around him. Ilya's face against his shoulder. Shane's hand at the back of his head.
He does not cry. He is surprised to find he does not cry — he has cried in cars and in dark rooms and in the passenger seat and he thought this moment, when it came, would break something open. But it doesn't. It is quieter than that. Simply — relief. The specific quality of a thing that has been braced for so long finally being allowed to unbrace.
He breathes.
This is the thing he could not have told you in the dark room, could not have told you in the car, could not have told you standing at centre ice with the stick coming down and the cold fury moving through him. He did not know, then, what he was trying to get back to. The ice, he thought. The game. The numbers on the screen becoming his numbers again.
But it is this.
Shane's arms. This kitchen. The smell of whatever Shane was making when Ilya came through the door, the particular warmth of a room that has been lived in, the sound of the building settling around them. The weight of Shane's hand at the back of his head.
Eight months and he is standing in it again — so ordinary, so completely his, that he does not have a word for it in English or in Russian.
He doesn't need a word.
He is home.
After a while Ilya pulls back just enough to look at him. Shane's eyes are doing something — the thing Ilya has been watching all year, the thing that has been there through all of it, patient and present and not going anywhere.
Ilya puts his hand on Shane's face.
"Thank you," he says.
Shane shakes his head slightly. Like it was nothing. Like eight months of the chair in the dark room and the heat already running and the three things he could keep was nothing, was just the obvious thing, was just what you do.
"Shane," Ilya says.
Shane looks at him.
"Thank you," Ilya says again. The chair. The car. The yes-or-no questions. The I love you, I'm here, we'll get through this said in the dark when Ilya had nothing left. Thank you is still not the right word. It is still too small.
Shane's hand comes up and covers Ilya's where it rests on his face.
They stand like that in the kitchen. The ordinary evening. The ordinary light. Outside Ottawa is doing what Ottawa does in December — dark early, cold, the long winter settling in. While they were standing here it started to snow. He can see it through the kitchen window, the particular soft falling of the first real snow of the season, settling on everything without hurry.
He had known it would snow.
He watches it fall.
He is not sure, right now, that he hates anything.
"Come here," Shane says quietly.
Ilya goes.






      

  












      Chapter 2: (the porch light is on)
  


    Chapter Summary

    Shane Hollander does not fall apart. He builds a world of blackout curtains and medical logs, shielding Ilya from the public while stepping up to lead the team in his partner's absence. He doesn’t examine the fear or name it; he just manages the variables, keeps the porch light on, and waits. It is the year it takes to find out whether the thing he is most afraid of is true.



    Chapter Notes

      I did not expect to write a part two. I also was not planning for this to be the first time I wrote Shane's interiority so, please bear with me if he's a little off. I do think that Shane at the very least has avoidant orthorexia, and possibly also contamination OCD. So there is some noise in his internal dialogue that reflects both of those things. Neither of these are specifically named because I don't think Shane has the vocabulary to describe those feelings.

Content warnings:
-caregiver burnout
-anxiety / hypervigilance
-disordered eating / food contamination concerns
-panic
-emotional dysregulation
-grief (anticipatory)
-hospital / medical setting


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  The sound is wrong.
Shane knows before he fully understands what he is seeing. The crowd noise drops first — not gone, still there, but receded, like someone turned a dial — and the forward pressure of the third period, twenty minutes of compressed momentum, just stops. He is at the boards. He doesn't remember moving.
Ilya is on the ice.
Not the way you go down in a game. Not the controlled fall, the slide, the immediate roll. Ilya is on the ice the way things fall when they have stopped being bodies. One arm is raised — not reaching, not pushing off — just raised, rigid, at the wrong angle, and it stays there.
Shane's hands are on the boards.
He doesn't know when he got there. There are hands on him now — he can feel them, two sets, one on each shoulder — and the hands are holding him back and he is not fighting them yet because he cannot look away from Ilya on the ice: the arm that is not moving; and the medics who are running; and the way the nearest linesman has gone completely still twenty feet away with his hand raised toward the bench.
"Hollander."
Bood. Right in his ear. Both hands are on Shane's shoulders now, not gentle. Shane watches the medics reach Ilya. Watches one of them touch the back of Ilya's neck with two fingers and then look up at the other one. The look lasts less than a second. Shane reads it across forty feet of ice.
"Shane. Hey. Look at me."
He cannot look at Bood.
They call for the stretcher from the tunnel. The crowd goes down an octave — twenty thousand people registering the same thing at the same moment — and then the ice around Ilya goes quiet. Nobody moving. Everybody standing with their sticks at their sides. The visiting team has come off the wall. Their captain is standing with his helmet in his hands, not looking at the play, looking at the ice.
Shane watches the medics work.
The cervical collar goes on. He watches them do it — the careful placement, the two-handed hold on either side of Ilya's head while a third person fastens it — and he thinks, in the flat processing way of a brain that has used up everything else: that's his spine. They're protecting his spine.
"Shane. You don’t have to see this."
The stretcher comes out. The wheels hit the ice and make a sound he has never heard before, in all his years in this building, and he does not want to know that sound.
He does not remember going over the boards. He does not remember going after the player who hit Ilya. He does not remember getting hauled off ice — Bood hanging across his chest from behind; Barrett in front of him and pushing him back. He is told this afterward — two officials and a linesman, that he had to be physically removed from the ice. He has no memory of it. He has the image of the cervical collar and then he is in the tunnel, and the space between is gone.

The locker room is empty when he gets there.
Third period still running — he can hear it through the walls, the crowd doing something, he doesn't follow what — and he strips his gear with the focused economy of a man performing a task. He needs to stay on automatic. There are things that need doing and he is the person who does them.
Pads off. Skates off. He showers in less than four minutes. He dresses.
He goes to his stall. Picks up his bag.
He stands with his own bag in his hand for a moment.
He goes to Ilya's stall.
Ilya's gear went with him — on the stretcher, off the ice, into the ambulance. What's here is the rest of it. He bypasses Ilya’s win clothes and leaves them where they are. The well fitted suit on the hook. The tie that he had asked Shane four times if it had matched that is folded and hung underneath his dress shirt. Instead, Shane grabs Ilya’s loss clothes, folded in Ilya's specific careless way. It always ends up looking the same, somehow, regardless of city or mood or how much time he had. Shane has folded laundry beside Ilya for twelve years and has never been able to reproduce this. He picks up the sweatpants. He picks up the t-shirt, the one Ilya has had for four years that Shane has suggested replacing twice and will not suggest a third time. He puts them in the bag.
The toiletry bag. The shampoo inside it the one Ilya has been buying for as long as Shane has known him, the same bottle, every city, the one Shane could identify by shape in the dark. He has identified it by shape in the dark. In hotel bathrooms when they forgot the light, reaching into a bag for something, finding the specific shoulders of that bottle by feel alone. He puts it in the bag.
Ilya's phone charger. It is still in the outlet by the stall where Ilya plugged it in before warmups and where it has been charging into Ilya’s phone for — Shane looks at the clock — three hours now. He unplugs it. He wraps the cord the way Ilya wraps cords, the specific loop, which is not the way Shane wraps cords, and which Ilya has been specific about for years. He does it right. He puts it in the bag.
He zips the bag.
He stands in Ilya's stall for a moment with both bags in his hands. The stall is empty now except for Ilya’s win clothes on the hook on the wall and the shelf and the small things that belong to the building and not to Ilya. It has the quality of a thing that has been vacated. He knows this quality from road trips — Ilya's stall between games, the stuff here while Ilya is elsewhere — but this is different. He is aware that it is different. He does not name the difference.
He picks up both bags and walks out.

The hospital waiting room has plastic chairs and a television and a smell that reaches him three steps through the door — antiseptic and recycled air and something underneath, the smell of a building where serious things happen.
He finds a seat against the wall.
He does not lean back.
He is aware, sitting, of the chair back behind him without touching it. He is aware of the chair arms. He sets both bags on the floor between his feet because the chair beside him is not his and he does not know who sat in it before him or when it was last cleaned and he cannot — he cannot make this worse. That is the thing underneath everything else running in his head right now: do not make this worse. He cannot get sick. He cannot bring anything back to Ilya. Ilya cannot afford anything on top of what is already happening, and Shane is the person who moves between this building and Ilya's room, and so he sits with the bags between his feet and his back not touching the chair and he keeps his eyes on his phone.
There is a nurse at the desk and Shane has already spoken to her once, in the careful way he is clear when something is load-bearing: my husband's first language is Russian. I need to know there is a translator available if he wakes up confused. He does not say if he wakes up. He says when he's confused. The nurse has written it down. She has given him the name of the translation service they use.
Shane looks it up. He verifies it is real. That it operates twenty-four hours. That it covers medical interpretation specifically, not just general translation.
He puts the phone in his pocket.
He takes it out again.
He has messages — Bood, his mother, the team group chat, two numbers he doesn't recognize — and he opens none of them. He opens the translation service website and reads the confirmation he has already read.
Twenty-four hour medical interpretation. Available in 240 languages. Connect within minutes.
He puts the phone away.
He does not touch the magazines on the low table across from him. He looked at them when he came in — the table, the edges, the number of hands that have touched them today and yesterday and in all the days before — and he looked away. He does not get coffee from the vending machine. He is aware of the vending machine, the people who touched it who had definitely not washed their hands. The triage nurse offered him a pen to fill in the form, and he took it and wrote with it, and he is not going to think about the pen. There is a man two seats down who coughed into his hand and then touched the armrest between them and Shane has moved both bags; they are not touching that armrest.
He is not going to think about the armrest.
The translation service is confirmed. That is done. That is in his done column. There are so many things that will have to be done.
The waiting room has other people in it. He counts them without meaning to. He counts them again.
He has been sitting here for — he checks his phone. Forty-seven minutes. It feels longer and also like no time has passed at all, the way time works in places like this, outside the normal logic of it.
He looks at the television mounted in the corner. It is on with the sound off, some late-night program, a man behind a desk laughing at something. Shane watches it without processing it. He looks away.
He thinks about the last ordinary thing they did. This morning — yesterday morning now — Ilya made tea at the kitchen counter and Shane handed him the jar of strawberry jam and Ilya stirred a spoonful into the cup without looking up from his phone. They were arguing, mildly, about something Shane cannot now remember. Something small. The kind of argument that evaporates by lunchtime and leaves no trace.
He tries to remember what it was about. He cannot.
He opens the translation service website again.
He closes it. He opens his messages. He looks at Bood's name at the top of the list and does not open it and closes the app.
He thinks about what he knows. Ilya went down. They called the stretcher. The cervical collar went on, which means they were protecting the spine, which means they were not certain, which means — he has read enough to know — the standard protocol in any significant head impact is spinal precaution until cleared. This is standard. This does not tell him anything about the brain. He should not read anything into the cervical collar.
He opens his phone and reads about cervical collars in sports injuries for twenty minutes.
He closes his phone.
He sits with his hands in his lap, and he watches the television with the sound off and he does not think about the man two seats down or the armrest or the magazines.
He thinks about Ilya's hands. The specific way Ilya has always used them — the expressiveness of it, the talking with them when English won't come, the way they move differently in Russian than in English as if the two languages live in different parts of his body. He thinks about Ilya's hands on the ice, the extension of the stick, the way the puck sits on the blade. He thinks about Ilya's hands on his face the night they got engaged, and all the other times in the specific dark of a hotel room in a city he cannot remember now, just the dark and his hands and Ilya saying his name reverently.
He sits in the waiting room for two hours.
He fills the two hours with this: the translation service confirmed, the list started, the messages not opened, the armrest not touched, the magazines not touched, and Ilya's hands.

They let him back after two hours.
A doctor meets him in the hall. Not Ilya's doctor — a resident, young, clipboard, the look of someone who has been doing this too long in the last twelve hours. He delivers the summary: significant head trauma, monitoring for intracranial pressure, the next twelve to twenty-four hours are critical. Shane listens with the part of his brain that files things, the part that is always running underneath, always converting information to action. He asks three questions. He receives full answers to two. The third — what is the likelihood of permanent cognitive impact — the resident answers with the careful hedging of a person who does not yet know and has learned not to pretend otherwise.
"What's the range," Shane says. "Best case."
"Best case, full recovery. Most symptoms resolve within weeks to months. Cognitively, he comes back to baseline."
"Worst case."
The resident looks at him. "We're not there yet. Let's get through the first twenty-four hours."
Shane thanks him. He goes to Ilya's room.
He stands in the doorway.
Ilya is in the bed, and he looks smaller than Shane has ever seen his husband. The monitoring equipment — the wires, the leads, the compression cuffs on his legs humming their low rhythm. The cervical brace is off. Shane files this: spine cleared. Ilya's face without it is his face, just his face, the cheekbones and the mouth and the jaw, all of it familiar and wrong in the context of the bed and the equipment and the administered stillness. The machines mark the electrical activity of his brain. His chest rises and falls under the hospital blanket. It rises and falls.
Shane finds the chair.
He washed his hands in the bathroom down the hall — twice, full motion, thirty seconds each, methodical — and they are clean. He puts them in his lap. He looks at Ilya and does not look away and listens to the monitors until he can hear them as information rather than alarm. This takes several minutes. He counts through it. By the time he reaches a hundred he can hear the beep as data instead of threat.
He does not sleep.
He will not sleep. There is a part of his nervous system that runs on its own logic right now, below the level of decision — the logic that if he is watching he will know, and if he knows he can act, and if he can act then he is not useless in this chair in this room, which is what he otherwise is. He does not examine this. He just watches.
He makes a list on his phone, screen dimmed to almost nothing. He has already started one, but he adds to it: translator confirmed. He adds: Bood — team. He adds: mom and dad — tomorrow morning, early. He adds: agent — statement.
He looks at the list. He looks at Ilya.
He looks up what fencing response means on his phone. He reads the Wikipedia entry once. He reads it again. He reads the clinical description of what happens to a brain in a high-velocity impact — the contre-coup, the shearing, the word contusion appearing three times in a paragraph — and he sets the phone face-down on his knee and sits with his hands in his lap.
He does not pick the phone up again for a long time.
The room does what rooms do in hospitals at night. The same nurse comes in at intervals — he has memorized her shoes, the specific sound of them — and checks the monitors, adjusts the line, does the small procedural tasks of the overnight watch. He watches her the first time with the attention of someone learning the information. The second time, confirming. The third time, he just lets her do it. Each time she leaves, the room settles back to the two of them and the monitors and the hum of the ventilation, and he is glad each time. The room is better with only the two of them in it. He knows this is not rational. He does not examine it.
Somewhere down the hall, a door. Further, a voice, brief. The building never fully quiets — he understands this now, from inside, the ongoing low emergency of a hospital at night, the sense of it as a place that does not pause, that measures everything in increments, that refuses the comfort of dark or silence. He registers all of it and files it and keeps watching.
He thinks about the apartment.
He has been here three hours, and he is already thinking about the apartment — the specific geometry of what needs to change before Ilya comes home. He read enough tonight, in the waiting room, to know the broad shape of it: photosensitivity is likely, sound sensitivity is likely, the brain in this condition converts ordinary input to threat. He makes notes on his phone. Blackout curtains — bedroom, living room. Dimmer switches or lamp replacements. Overhead off, probably permanently. Noise machine — one for bedroom, one for hall. He reads about diet. He reads what helps and what hinders. He makes notes on the specific foods — anti-inflammatory, no processed sugar, no alcohol, easy to digest. He notes the things Ilya actually eats versus the things Ilya theoretically eats. He notes the crackers. He notes the broth. He notes the yogurt, plain but full fat, the kind Ilya has been buying since before Shane knew him.
He closes the tabs.
He opens them again.
He is aware that he is doing this instead of the other thing. He is aware, in the clean and honest part of his mind, that the apartment list is something he can do something about, and the thing he is not thinking about is something he cannot. He gives himself another ten minutes with the apartment.
Then he puts the phone down.
He thinks about the other thing.
The arm raised wrong on the ice. The crowd dropping an octave. The cervical collar and the two trainers and the linesman standing still with his hand up. He has seen hits before — has been in this league for fifteen years, has watched bodies go down, has understood abstractly that this is what it looks like. It looked entirely different when it was Ilya. The particular way the brain refuses to process what it does not want to be true. He had been on the boards and Ilya had been on the ice and the space between those two facts was the longest distance he has ever crossed.
He breathes.
He has been doing this since the second period — the deliberate inhale, the counted exhale, the interval that tells his nervous system that it can unclench for four seconds and then regroup. He has been doing it without deciding to. His body is managing what his mind cannot, which is not a thing he has had to rely on before. He has always been the person who manages. He is managing now, technically. This is what it looks like from the inside.
He thinks: what do I need to do. The translator is confirmed. Bood has the team. His parents — not tonight, he will not pull them through the dark toward something they cannot change tonight, but first thing in the morning, early, before anything leaks. The press is already happening. There were people outside when he came in — the photographers with their long lenses pointed at every entrance — and by morning there will be more. He will need the statement that says nothing and closes every door. He will need Wiebe to manage the locker room. He will need to call their agent.
He looks at Ilya's face.
The particular stillness of it. He has watched Ilya sleep a thousand times — hotel rooms, long flights, Sunday afternoons on the couch. He knows the texture of Ilya asleep: the face going unguarded, the small sounds, the eventual turn onto the left side. The way sleep Ilya is different from Ilya in every other state — more available, somehow, the defenses gone. Shane has always found this privately extraordinary. That Ilya trusts him with it.
This is not that. This stillness is administered. This is a body that has had consciousness removed from it — not asleep, held. The brain on the monitors running its traces. The chest rising and falling.
He does not know when Ilya will wake up. The resident could not tell him. Shane is learning, fast, that we don't know yet is the honest answer and the only answer, and that he is going to have to find a way to sit in it.
He sits.
The night is very long. He does not track the hours after a certain point. His back has moved from uncomfortable to something beyond uncomfortable and he does not shift. The discomfort is information. It keeps him present. He does not touch it.
He thinks about Ilya and what Ilya will do with this — with the helplessness of it. His back has moved past the stage of discomfort he keeps track of and into something he has stopped tracking. He does not shift. Ilya who has managed his own image since he was nineteen years old in a country not his, who has always known exactly what people are given to see and given them exactly that and no more. Who arrived in North America alone and became what he became by controlling every variable around the question of what it meant to be who he was, where he was, in the circumstances that tried to define him. Shane has watched this for twelve years and has understood it for less of that time than he would like to admit. He understands it now, sitting in this chair, in the dark, with his hands folded in his lap and the monitor making its steady sound.
He will hate this. The unmanageability of it. His worst months lived in front of every person who loves him, the brain that has been his instrument and his most private weapon now running at its own pace, outside his jurisdiction. He will say I'm fine in the voice that means I need you to believe me even though I know you don't. He will push. He will hate being helped and accept it anyway because he has no choice and hate that there is no choice. He will come back slowly and be furious at the slowness. He will not choose any of it, and Shane will be there for all of it.
Shane can see the road from here. He is already walking it.
He thinks about Ilya's god.
The one Ilya would deny if Shane asked directly. The evidence of it is oblique: the kitchen table when late night bleeds into early morning, before Ilya knows Shane is up, Ilya sitting with his coffee and his hands still, and his eyes in a place that is not this room. The anniversaries of his mother’s and father’s deaths, when Ilya goes somewhere alone and comes back quieter, differently weighted, something resolved or managed or set down that was not there when he left. Shane has never asked what happens in those hours. He understood early that this belongs to Ilya in a way that does not require Shane's comprehension. He has not shared Ilya’s faith and has not pretended to.
But he is in a hospital room at some hour that has stopped having a name and he is talking to whatever is listening, to whatever Ilya's mother spoke to and whatever Ilya still reaches for on the anniversaries and on the mornings at the kitchen table.
I will retire, he thinks. Tomorrow. I'll call Wiebe in the morning. I'll call the league. I don't care. I have never cared the way anyone thinks I have — I will never play another game again. Take all of it.
He looks at Ilya's face. The steady line of the monitor.
Just let him open his eyes and know me.
He watches. He bargains in the silence with Ilya’s childhood god that Shane does not believe in. After a while his hands are folded in his lap and his back is straight and he is still there.
He reads to Ilya.
He finds, after another hour of silence, that he needs something to do with his voice. His phone has his reading app on it, the book he has been working through for three weeks, and he opens it and reads aloud in the dark room at a volume that is for Ilya even though Ilya cannot hear it. He does not know if this is reasonable. He does not examine it. He reads two chapters and then puts the phone down and looks at Ilya's face and the monitor and picks the phone up and reads another.
Somewhere around chapter four he thinks: I will do this every night until he's better. The thought arrives as a fact, not a decision.
He reads until the words stop making sense and then he sets the phone down and watches.

Ilya moves around 3 am.
Shane is upright before it's finished happening. Ilya's head turns — not toward him, just turning, some reflex answering some signal Shane can't see — and his eyes open. They move across the ceiling without landing. The body doing something the brain has not authorized.
Shane leans forward.
"I'm here," he says. Quiet.
Ilya's eyes move once more and then close.
Shane stays where he is.
He stays perfectly still. He is aware of the quality of his own breathing, the effort of keeping it even. He watches Ilya's chest. He watches the monitor. He watches the pale line of Ilya's jaw in the low light of the room and thinks about all the times he has watched Ilya sleep in twelve years — in hotel rooms, on planes, on the couch with the television on, Ilya's head in Shane's lap and Shane's hand in his hair — and how none of those times were this. How he did not know, watching Ilya sleep in hotel rooms, that he was learning something he would need.
He knows now.
He stays in the chair and watches and does not move until the sky outside the window goes pale, and then grey, and then the particular colour of an Ottawa morning in March, and still he does not move.
The doctor comes back at seven.
Shane has not slept. He is aware that the doctor can see this and he does not particularly care. He stands and listens and asks questions — three, in order of importance, the way he has been trained to do by years of press conferences where you have limited time and the information you need is specific. The doctor answers carefully. The night has been stable. The scans look as they expected. The next step is assessment when Ilya is conscious and coherent, which could be — the hedge, the professional caution — today, possibly. Tomorrow more likely. The brain works on its own schedule with this kind of trauma.
Shane thanks him.
He sits back down.
He eats, eventually, because he has been calculating the length of time he can operate without food and it has been sixteen hours and he needs to function. There is a cafeteria in the building. He goes for twelve minutes. He comes back with a sandwich he does not want and eats it in the chair and does not take his eyes off Ilya's face.
At eleven-forty in the morning, Ilya opens his eyes.
Not the reflex of the night before. This is different — the specific quality of consciousness returning, the eyes opening with intention, moving slowly but looking. Shane is out of the chair and beside the bed before the thought has finished forming.
"Hey," Shane says. Quiet. "Hey. I'm here."
Ilya's eyes find him.
They stay on him. The recognition moves across Ilya's face — slow, working through something, the brain finding what it needs — and then Ilya's brow draws together, the particular furrow of someone trying to catch something that keeps moving.
"Shane," Ilya says. His voice rough and strange.
"Yeah," Shane says. "It's me. You're in the hospital. You're okay."
Ilya looks at the ceiling. Then back at Shane.
"Head," he says.
"I know. Don't try to move."
Ilya does not try to move. He lies there and breathes, and Shane watches him breathe and does not try to say anything else, because Ilya is here, Ilya is looking at him and knows him, and everything else is a problem that exists downstream of this and can wait.
After a while Ilya says, in Russian, something Shane can't follow — not because the words are too fast, but because his brain has been running on English and adrenaline for eighteen hours and the switch is slow.
"Say it again," Shane says.
Ilya looks at him. Something in his face does the careful recalibration Shane will come to know well in the following months: the reaching for the right language, the gap, the finding.
"Water," Ilya says.
Shane gets the water.
He sits on the edge of the chair and holds the cup and watches Ilya drink and thinks about nothing at all. His mind has gone quiet in the specific way of a crisis that has found its floor. They are here. This is the floor. Everything is going to be very hard, and they are going to do it and right now Ilya is drinking water and knows his name.

His agent delivers the suspension — two games, conduct detrimental, Department of Player Safety — and Shane says yes and thank you and ends the call.
He sits with his phone in his hand for a moment.
Two games. He has not been suspended since — he tries to count and cannot, which is itself information. He has always been the kind of player who does not get suspended. He has taken some private professional satisfaction in this, the discipline of it, the control. He is the captain who demonstrates what the standards mean in practice.
He does not regret a single second of it.
Ottawa's first round starts in a few days. He has a two-game suspension. He is not somewhere else. There is no version of the next week where he is somewhere else, but he is privately thankful that decision is technically out of his hands.
He does not watch the games.
He sits in the chair in Ilya's hospital room and he reads to him. He chose the book from the hospital gift shop, stood in front of the small rack for ten minutes — the strange mundanity of choosing a book in a gift shop at a time like this — and picked by some instinct he couldn't have explained. Something he thought Ilya might like, though Ilya cannot tell him yet whether he was right. He reads aloud in the low light of the room at the volume that is just for the two of them, Ilya in the bed and mostly sleeping, Shane in the chair and reading, and Bood's play-by-play texts arrive at intervals and Shane reads them and sets the phone face-down.
He does not watch a single minute of footage.
Ottawa wins one without him, and loses the other. Bood texts: 1-1 hollander. come back soon we need you.
Shane writes back: good.
He means it completely. He means it from somewhere very far away.

Ilya comes home on a Tuesday.
Shane has been making the apartment ready in pieces across the days — in the margins, the hours when the nurses have Ilya and Shane goes back to the hospital apartment they are renting nearby and sleeps for four hours and returns. The extra curtains, blackout, ordered overnight. The lamp removed from the bedroom. The unscented soap. The noise machine for the hallway. The quiet foods researched and bought in the specific quantities that won't overwhelm: plain crackers, broth, the yogurt Ilya has eaten since Shane has known him, nothing with a strong smell, nothing requiring effort to eat.
He has a list.
He started it the second day at the hospital, sitting in the chair with his phone. It is a notes app, nothing special, but he has been adding to it every time he thinks of something that needs doing and checking things off when they are done. The translation service confirmed. The nurse vetted and contracted. The curtains ordered. The lamp. The soap. The crackers. The specific shampoo, two bottles, in case. He cannot fix what is happening in Ilya's brain, but he can control every variable around it, and the list is where he keeps what he has controlled.
He does not tell Ilya about the list.
He has also arranged a nurse.
A private service, vetted, recommended by the hospital. He read the file on every nurse they offered and chose the one with the most specific concussion recovery experience and vetted her separately, her credentials, her references, the clinic she trained at. He gave her a document — two pages, single-spaced — covering Ilya's preferences. The specific shampoo. The crackers he will actually eat. The way the chair needs to be positioned relative to the window. The fact that Ilya will say he is fine when he is not and the specific tells that indicate this: the two fingers to the temple he does when the headache spikes, the way his jaw tightens when he cannot find a word. She will text Shane when Ilya takes his medication. She will text him if anything changes.
He knows it is correct. He knows he cannot leave Ilya alone and he cannot take Ilya on the road and he cannot not play. He is one half of the only out couple in the league. If Ilya is hurt and Shane also steps back — if they both go quiet at once — someone will make something of that. Someone always makes something of that. He will not give the league a story about what happens when you let two men like them be what they are to each other. He plays because he must play, and because he refuses to let anyone use Ilya's injury as evidence of anything other than the fact that hockey is a violent sport and Ilya got hurt.
He hates the arrangement anyway.
He tells Ilya about it the night after he comes home. Short. The facts: who she is, when she will come, that she will text Shane when Ilya takes his medication. He does not say: I vetted her for days. It feels like I’ve called everyone she has ever known so I could decide if I can trust her with you. I gave her a two-page document about your crackers. I will come if you call anyway. Instead, he says: her name is Marie, she knows what she's doing, I'll be back as soon as possible. I love you.
Ilya looks at him.
"Okay," Ilya says. Flat.
Shane nods. He goes to pack his bag.

The apartment has a system now.
Shane put it in place before Ilya came home and has been maintaining it since — the lights on dimmers, the blackout curtains in the bedroom, the noise machine in the hall. The fridge organized so that Ilya's things are at eye level, easy to reach, nothing requiring bending or strain. There is a chair in the living room that is positioned for the light from the window at the angle Ilya can tolerate, which required moving it four times before they found it. The chair stays there. Everything stays where it is supposed to be.
He makes food three times a day.
He researches what helps — anti-inflammatory, easy to digest, nothing that will spike and crash. He makes the broth from scratch because the store-bought has too much sodium and the sodium matters. He portions things carefully. He brings Ilya his food at the times that work with the medication schedule and stays nearby while Ilya eats without appearing to be watching.
He opens the fridge for himself and closes it again.
The hunger evaporates somewhere in the opening. He is not doing this intentionally. He eats when he notices he hasn't eaten, which is less often than it should be, small things that don't require preparation. He does not put this on the list because the list is for things he can close. He does not examine it.

The dark room period has a texture.
He knows it now, from the inside: the particular quality of a Tuesday that is bad versus a Tuesday that is medium. The way Ilya's voice sounds when the headache is up — flatter, slower, the words arriving with more space between them, the gaps where Ilya is searching and knows Shane can see him searching and hates it. The days when Ilya is in the bedroom with the curtains closed and the room is so dark Shane has to stand in the doorway for a moment before his eyes adjust, and Ilya is on the bed in the specific stillness of someone waiting for something to pass.
Shane brings water. He brings the crackers. He sets them on the nightstand and does not turn on any lights and does not say anything that requires an answer.
He sits in the chair in the corner.
There is a chair in the corner of their bedroom. He put it there the first week. It is not decorative. It is for sitting in while Ilya sleeps, close enough that Shane can see the rise and fall of his chest from it without being close enough to disturb the dark or the quiet. He has not explained the chair. Ilya has not asked about it. This is an agreement between them that doesn't require language.
He knows this is not rational.
He knows that Ilya will not stop breathing if Shane is not in the room. He has named this correctly to himself — the magical thinking, the superstition of the watching — and naming it has done nothing. The logic runs: if he can see Ilya, Ilya will be okay. He cannot argue himself out of it because a part of him that is older than argument does not believe him. He watched a man he loves go down on a sheet of ice and not get up and his nervous system made a note of that. His nervous system has been making notes ever since. He sits in the chair and watches Ilya breathe and the fear stays at a manageable level and that is what the chair is for.
He adds things to the list in the dark, the phone screen dimmed all the way down. Call insurance re: specialist coverage. Research vestibular therapy. Order second noise machine for living room. Ask doctor about aquatherapy. Refill prescription — call before Friday. The list is always getting longer, and he is always checking things off and it never gets shorter, which is correct. As long as there are things on the list there are things he can do. The things on the list are the walls of a room that has a door, and on the other side of that door are the things he cannot do anything about, and he is keeping that door closed.
He does not put certain things on the list.
He does not put on the list: do not watch the hit footage. He does not put on the list: sleep more than four hours. He does not put on the list: eat a real meal. He does not put on the list: figure out when you stopped being able to be in a room without knowing where Ilya is. The list is for things he can close, and these are not those.

The road trips are a specific shape of difficult.
He has learned the management of them. The night before, he does a check — the apartment as he will leave it, the noise machine running, the fridge, the list of what Marie needs to know in the morning. He goes through it methodically. He confirms everything twice. He leaves his number in three places in the apartment in case Marie's phone dies, in case the regular channel fails, in case something happens and he needs to be reachable from any direction.
He sleeps badly. He gets on the plane.
Away games have always had their own logic — the insulation of hotels and arena routines, the world narrowed to the next game. He has never minded the travel. He has been someone who travels well, who uses the hotel room quiet to reset, who finds the road schedule easier than most. He does not find it easy now. He finds it possible. These are different things.
He checks his phone between the bus and the hotel. He checks it in the elevator. Marie texts on a schedule — once in the morning, once in the afternoon, once in the evening — and he knows this schedule by now with the same precision he knows Ilya's medication timing. Medication taken. Having a good afternoon. Resting now. He reads each one and puts his phone away and takes it out again within thirty seconds.
He plays.
The first time he is in the locker room getting ready for a road game and it occurs to him that this is what normal looks like — the smell of the locker room, the sounds of forty thousand people filling the arena above him, the specific weight of his gear going on in the right order — he sits with his skate half-laced and feels the distance of it. Normal. As if normal is a place he is visiting and will have to leave.
He laces up. He goes out.
He plays correctly and he plays wrong — the line built around a player who isn't there, every pass arriving in the space where that player used to be. Wiebe put him on the first line to fill Ilya's spot and Shane understood immediately, first shift, first time the puck moved the way it moves when Bood and Barrett are working, that he is the wrong piece. Not insufficient. Wrong in a specific way. Bood and Barrett are built around a player who reads by instinct, who sees and is already moving, no gap between the knowing and the going. Shane sees the geometry, understands the structure, puts himself in the right place with a precision that is genuinely excellent and is completely out of phase with what his linemates are looking for.
Every shift arrives slightly off tempo.
He manages it. He does not say anything about it. He is still useful to this team, still a captain, still the person who knows where all the pieces are supposed to go. He puts himself in the right places by understanding instead of instinct, and that is slower, and the difference is visible to anyone who has watched him long enough, and Bood has watched him long enough and says nothing, and Barrett has watched him long enough and says nothing, and he is grateful for both of them. Ilya’s absence suffocates the three of them anyway.
His phone is with Wiebe on the bench. He did not ask for this — he stated it, quietly and without room for negotiation, before game three of the first round. If something happens, I need to know immediately. No one argued. Wiebe takes the phone himself now, for every game, and sets it on the small shelf at the back of the bench where someone is always near it. Shane has never had to check mid-game. He knows it is there and does not look at it and plays.
After games he calls Ilya from the locker room.
He has learned to calibrate these calls — Ilya's voice when the headache is up versus down, the specific flatness that means managing versus the flatness that means bad, the way the words come easily or don't. He asks three questions maximum. More than three is a demand. How's the head. Did you eat. I'll be back tomorrow. Sometimes Ilya answers in one word each time. Sometimes he answers in two or three, which is better. Once, mid-series, Ilya said something about a show they had been watching, before Ilya got hit — a sentence and a half, a minor observation about the plot — and Shane stood in the locker room in his gear and repeated it back to be sure he had heard it right and then said yeah in the careful voice he has been using and got off the call and sat for a moment in the noise of the locker room with men who are trying very hard to pretend like they don’t care because that is what Shane has asked them to do.
He lands and he is in the door twenty minutes after.
Every time. He has not tracked this consciously, but he knows it the way he knows other facts about himself now — the weight he has lost since March, the four-hour sleep blocks, the coffees he makes and does not drink. Twenty minutes from wheels down to his key in the lock. He has gotten faster at baggage without deciding to. He takes the cabs that leave immediately. He does not stop. He comes in the door, and he goes to the bedroom and sits in the chair and if Ilya is awake Ilya knows he is there and if Ilya is asleep Shane knows Ilya is breathing and this is the arrangement and it functions.
He is aware that it is not sustainable.
He is aware of this in the same factual way he is aware of the sleep debt and the weight and the coffees. He is running the numbers on himself, and the numbers are not good, and he knows this, and he will deal with it when there is something to deal with. Right now, he cannot afford to deal with it. The arrangement is functioning. He can sustain it a little longer. He does not put this on the list because the list is for things he can do.

The team’s group chat is active. Shane has stopped saying anything in it.
It is always active, and it should be. The rest of the team does not have to be in this awful torn apart stillness. He sees it in fragments, the notifications catching his eye. Shane, let us know what you need. Thinking of you two. If there's anything — anything at all. He reads them and moves his thumb to get rid of the notification and does not respond.
He is not ungrateful. He will be grateful later, when he has something to spare. Right now, he cannot afford to open any of these loops. Every message is a person who cares and every person who cares is a door he would have to open, and every open door is a version of the story going somewhere he has not chosen. He also thinks about Ilya — about what it costs to be known right now, in the worst of it. Ilya who has always managed what people get to see. He cannot do that right now. Shane must hold the perimeter of who gets to see it.
He keeps the door closed.
There is a message from J.J., later. He reads it in the cab back from the airport after an away game, Marie's texts already checked, the apartment two minutes away. I know you're not answering. I'm here if you need anything. Doesn't have to be anything. I'm just here. He reads it. He puts his phone in his pocket.
He reads it again when he is home, after he has checked on Ilya and sat in the chair and confirmed everything he needs to confirm. He sits with J.J.'s message and knows it means what it says and cannot do anything with it yet.
He writes back three weeks later. Thank you. We're okay. It is not very much. It is what he has.
Every unanswered message is the same answer: not yet.

He plays the second round the same way.
Ottawa is up two games. Then tied. Then down. He is on the ice for every minute he is supposed to be on the ice and he makes every decision he is supposed to make and the decisions are correct and they add up to the wrong thing, and he watches it from inside, the way you can sometimes see exactly how a thing is failing while it is failing and cannot change the result.
He does not sleep in his hotel room the night before game six.
He lies in the bed. He reads Ilya's name on his phone — not the messages, just the name, the contact entry. He puts the phone face-down. He lies in the dark of a hotel room in an away city and he goes through the apartment in his head: the noise machine running, the curtains, the fridge organized the way he organized it, Ilya in the bed in the specific stillness of the sleep that has been administered since March, his chest rising and falling. He goes through it the way he goes through a pregame routine — methodically, in order, every item — and when he has confirmed every item he starts again.
He does not sleep.
He plays game six. He plays well. Ottawa loses.
He shakes hands down the line — each hand gripped, each face registered, the words that are supposed to be said and that he says. He is performing a ritual he has performed before and believes in and does not feel right now, which is fine. Some things you perform through. The loss is real. He acknowledges it. He does not have space for it to be larger than it is.
He says the right things to the right microphones. He is careful. He says hard-fought, he says credit to them, he says we'll learn from this. He does not say: I did not think about this series for a single moment that was not directly about executing my job in it. He does not say: I will never be able to explain to you what it is like to be the wrong piece in the space where a person used to be.
He gets on the plane.
Around him the team fills the seats in their usual configurations — Bood in the row ahead, Haas and Holmberg with the specific drowsy silence of men who left everything on the ice. Barrett is already asleep. Someone toward the back is talking too loudly and no one has the energy to say anything about it. This is the shape of a season ending: all the noise and compression of nine months collapsing into a plane full of tired bodies going home.
Shane sits with his eyes closed.
He is not sorry the season is over.
He will not say this out loud. But in the place where he actually is, under the layers: he is not sorry. He can go home. He can be in the apartment. He can stop being the wrong piece on the wrong line and get back to the only place that actually matters for as long as it takes.
He gets home.
He goes to the bedroom.
He sits in the chair.
It is the middle of the night, and Ilya is asleep and Shane sits in the chair and looks at the rise and fall of Ilya's chest in the dark and the relief of being back in the apartment is so complete that for a moment he just sits with it. Does not try to do anything else. Does not open the list. Does not think about tomorrow or next week or what the recovery looks like from here. He sits and looks at Ilya and lets the too many weeks of away collapse into this: home, and Ilya, and the sound of the ventilation running, and nothing terrible happening.
He is there when Ilya wakes up in the morning and looks over and finds him. Ilya does not say anything about it. Neither does Shane. This has been the arrangement since March and there is no version of the foreseeable future in which Shane changes it and both of them know this and neither of them says so.
After a moment Ilya says: "Shane."
"Yeah," Shane says.
He gets up. He makes coffee. He makes Ilya's tea and finds the jam and puts it on the counter where Ilya can reach it. He makes the breakfast and brings it in and sits on the edge of the bed.
They are home.
For the first time since March, he is not going anywhere.

The days have a shape now that the playoffs don't interrupt.
He is up before Ilya. He makes coffee and checks the list and looks at what needs doing today — the appointment at two, the prescription refill, the specific crackers running low. He adds: crackers. He checks: appointment confirmed. He opens the fridge and looks at it and closes it.
He makes Ilya's breakfast.
He has learned, over the weeks, what Ilya can eat and when. The broth is morning, before the medication, because the medication on an empty stomach brings nausea and nausea spikes the headache. The crackers after. The yogurt — plain, not the flavoured kind, which is too sweet now, an intolerance the injury created that may or may not reverse — at eleven, if the morning has gone well. He researched all of this. He adjusted it based on what worked and what didn't. He has a note on his phone: food log, week 4, and then week 5, and then week 6. He does not think of this as tracking. He thinks of it as paying attention. He has always been good at paying attention.
He brings breakfast to the bedroom and sets it on the nightstand and sits on the edge of the bed and waits. Ilya surfaces slowly on the bad days — the consciousness coming back in pieces, Ilya's face doing the thing it does when the headache is already there before he is fully awake. Shane has memorized this sequence: first the brow, then the jaw, then the very slight tightening around the eyes that Ilya does not know he does. He watches this. He catalogues it. Better or worse than yesterday. He does not say: you look better. He has learned not to say things that require Ilya to perform an answer. He says: breakfast is there. Take your time.
He goes back to the kitchen.
He washes the pan.
He makes a second cup of coffee and stands at the counter with it and does not drink it. He is looking at the window — the May light outside, the city going about itself, ordinary and indifferent — and he is thinking about what is on the list today, running through it, and at some point, the coffee is cold and he pours it out and starts over. He has been doing this for weeks: making coffee, not drinking it, making more. He notices it every time and does nothing about it. He does not put it on the list.
In the evenings he reads aloud.
He started it in the hospital, those first nights in the chair, and it followed them home. Ilya on the couch or in bed with his eyes closed, Shane in the chair beside him with his phone or a book, reading at the volume that is just for the two of them. It requires nothing from Ilya. He does not have to follow or respond or perform being present. He can just lie there in the low light with Shane's voice going and it is something they are doing together that does not ask anything of his brain.
Some nights Ilya is asleep before the end of the chapter. Shane keeps reading anyway, for a little while. He does not examine why.
Some nights, after a good day, and they are on the couch late into the evening, Ilya moves in his sleep and puts his head against Shane's leg, the weight of it familiar and different at the same time, and Shane puts one hand in his hair without stopping the sentence, and they are, briefly, almost ordinary.
There are good days too.
He does not want to lose track of the good days in the weight of the others. There are days when Ilya is in the living room in the afternoon light and the headache is down and he asks Shane something — something small, something ordinary, what are you reading, what time is it, is there more of that broth — and the words come without the gap, without the effortful search that makes Shane's chest do something he cannot name. On those days Ilya sits in the chair by the window and Shane moves through the apartment doing the tasks of the afternoon and they talk, sometimes, in the careful way they have been talking — Shane asking nothing that requires a long answer, Ilya volunteering things in his own time, a few sentences here and there that are Ilya's voice as Shane knows it under the flatness and the effort.
On the good days Ilya has opinions about the broth.
The salt. The temperature. Whether there is enough of the vegetable or too much. He delivered one opinion with a precision that was, briefly, so completely Ilya that Shane went back to the kitchen and stood at the counter and breathed for a moment. He filed it. He adds it to the document he keeps about Ilya's preferences, which has grown past two pages now, because Ilya coming back to himself means Ilya coming back to opinions, and Shane wants a record of every one of them.
He does not tell Ilya about the document either.
On the really good days, Ilya makes his own tea.
Shane is in the other room when he hears it — the kettle, the particular sound of the cabinet where the cups are. He stays where he is. He does not go and offer. He listens to Ilya make his own tea and he looks at whatever he was looking at, and he breathes, and after a moment he hears the spoon and the jar and he knows, from the sound of it, that Ilya found the jam himself.
He stays where he is.
He lets Ilya have the kitchen.

In May his parents come.
He does not ask them. His mother calls one evening and says we're coming next weekend and something in Shane that has been braced for weeks simply exhales. He says okay.
He tells Ilya the next morning. Sits on the edge of the bed and says it plainly: his parents, next weekend, a few days. Ilya looks at the ceiling for a moment.
"Your mother," he says.
"Yes."
A pause. "Okay."
It is not nothing, that okay. Shane knows it. His mother is one of the handful of people in the world Ilya will accept care from without it costing him more than the care is worth. He has watched this, over the years — the specific way Ilya receives his mother, something in him that unclenches slightly in her presence. He has never fully understood it and has never needed to. It is enough that it is true.
His father at the door. The hug that lasts a beat longer than the greeting kind, one hand at the back of Shane's neck, the grip that says I see what you're carrying and I have you. Shane stands in it for a moment and breathes.
His mother does not pause in the doorway. She moves through the apartment the way she always moves through spaces — reading it, taking it in, adjusting her understanding — and then she goes directly to where Ilya is on the couch and she sits near him. Not close enough to be an imposition. Close enough to be present. She asks him something — Shane cannot hear it from the hall — and Ilya answers, a few words, and she listens with her full attention and then says something back, and whatever she says makes Ilya glance toward the window.
Shane watches this from the doorway.
He has been watching Ilya for weeks. He has been doing it in the monitoring way — for information, for data, reading every change in Ilya's face for what it tells him about the headache and the words and the progress or the setback. He watches his mother sit with Ilya and he sees, from this angle, what his own watching must look like. How different hers is. How she is not taking readings. She is just there.
His father puts the kettle on.
Shane goes to the kitchen. He stands beside his father at the counter and for a moment does not have to be the only one who knows where everything is. His father makes tea without asking where anything lives, which is because his father has always been someone who figures things out quietly and without fuss, and Shane stands there and feels this quality — the specific competence of it — like something he did not know he was cold without.
They sit at the kitchen table.
"How are you," his father says. Not the social version. The one that means I already know the answer is not fine, so you don't have to say fine, you can just say what it actually is.
"I'm managing," Shane says.
His father waits. He has always been good at waiting. This is where Shane learned it.
Shane looks at his hands on the table. He is washing them more than usual — not compulsively, just more, because Ilya cannot afford to get sick and Shane is the person moving between the apartment and the outside world, and he is aware of what he might carry in. He is aware of this awareness. He does not examine it.
"I thought he was dead," he says. The flat voice he has been using for weeks. "When he went down. There were a few seconds — I don't know how long — where I thought that was it." He looks at the table. "I think some part of me is still there. I know he's okay. I can see him. I can hear him." He pauses. "But I can't stop watching him breathe."
His father reaches across the table. His hand over Shane's.
"Your mother wants to take you out tomorrow," he says. "Just for a few hours."
Shane shakes his head.
"I'll be here," his father says. "With Ilya. We'll be fine."
"What if something happens while I'm not there," Shane says. He knows this is not rational. Naming it correctly to himself has done nothing. "What if he needs something and I—"
"Then he'll tell me," his father says. "And I'll handle it."
Through the doorway, his mother's voice, low, and then Ilya saying something — more words than he usually strings together, the cadence almost right.
"Okay," Shane says. "A few hours."

His mother takes him to a coffee shop three blocks from the apartment.
Spring morning. The light tentative, the trees just starting. She walks beside him and does not talk, and he is grateful for the not talking. He has been managing words for weeks — the careful calibration of what he says to Ilya, to Marie, to the team, to Wiebe, to his agent. The space where no words are required is something he did not know he needed until he is in it.
They get coffee. They sit by the window.
He wraps his hands around the cup and feels, without deciding to, the muscles across his shoulders do something they haven't done in weeks. Not relaxing, exactly. Just acknowledging that they exist, that they have been carrying something.
"You're allowed to be a mess," his mother says. "I want you to know that."
He looks out the window. A woman walking a dog. A man unlocking a shop door. He has barely been outside in weeks — the grocery run, the pharmacy, the occasional morning he makes himself walk a block and turns around. He did not notice the season changing. March was still inside him when May arrived.
"The press has been outside the building," he says. "Not every day. But enough." He pauses. "I don't respond to them. My agent handles it. But they keep coming and eventually they'll get something, and whatever they run, Ilya will see it eventually." He looks at his cup. "He wouldn't choose this. Being this open. Whatever they print, whatever photographs they get — that's not how he would choose to be known. I've been trying to hold the line for him, but I can't hold all of it."
His mother waits.
"I got frustrated with him," he says. "A few weeks ago. He kept asking me to move something. I'd already done it twice. And I just—" He stops. "I went still for a second. And he saw it."
His mother waits.
"He has a brain injury," Shane says. "And I had a moment about moving a glass." He stares at the table. "I went to the bathroom. I stood there." The rest of the sentence is in that bathroom, and he cannot bring it out here. "I know why he does it. I know he can't help it."
"Baby," his mother says.
He closes his eyes for one second.
"You're not a saint," she says. "You were never supposed to become one. You were supposed to love him and take care of him. You're doing both. That is a completely different thing."
"He's the one who's sick."
"Yes. And you're the one watching someone you love be sick, from close range, for months, while also playing in a playoff run, while also managing the press and the team and the whole world wanting to know things you're not going to tell them." She pauses. "You don't get to opt out of having a reaction to it just because his is more visible."
He turns his hands around his cup.
Outside the window the woman with the dog has stopped to let the dog smell something at the base of a tree. He watches it. The dog patient and intent, the woman patient in a different way, the ordinary small negotiation of it.
"He's coming back," she says. "You know that."
"I know."
"Do you. Actually."
He is quiet for a long moment.
"Some days," he says. "Most days. And then he loses a word in the middle of a sentence and I watch his face and I know what it costs him. And I can't fix it. I can't make his brain work faster. I can't do anything except sit there and wait and—" He stops. "Some days waiting doesn't feel like enough."
His mother reaches across the table.
"Waiting is enough," she says. "When it's what you have. Giving all of it — that's not nothing. That's everything."
He turns his hand over under hers.
Outside, the spring light. The city slow and ordinary. His father is in the apartment with Ilya. Ilya is on the couch. Nothing has happened. Nothing is happening. He knows this with complete certainty and is not entirely able to feel it, and his mother's hand is on his and he is sitting in a coffee shop in May, and he is not watching anyone breathe.
He sits in the morning with his mother and lets himself know it.
He is outside. He is three blocks from home. The season changed without him and the light is different now and he is still here.
It is not nothing.

Bood texts on a Tuesday.
we're coming Saturday. Cassie's making food. Don't argue.
Shane reads it three times.
He has not had anyone in the apartment since his parents. He has been keeping the door closed — not against Bood specifically, but because every person who comes through is another person who can see what Shane has been keeping contained. Ilya in the bad days. Ilya reaching for a word and not finding it. The line of light under the curtain. These are not things for an audience. Ilya would not choose an audience.
He stares at the text.
He types maybe next week and deletes it. He types Ilya's having a rough stretch and deletes it.
He types nothing.
He knows Bood. Bood has been texting every week through the dark room period and has not required a response and has not stopped. Bood texts we're coming Saturday because asking would get a no.
Saturday comes.

The apartment is too bright when they arrive. Shane has been managing the lights for so long he has stopped registering the management, and then Cassie and Bood are in the doorway, and the overhead is on and it is too much. He catches it before Ilya has to say anything. Overhead off, already moving. Bood finds the switch without being asked.
Cassie sets containers on the counter — real food, the cooked kind, the kind that smells like a kitchen being used. Shane helps with them, taking the containers from her arms, finding space. He is aware of Ilya on the couch behind him. He is always aware of Ilya.
He hears Bood settle beside Ilya. Not the careful distance everyone has been maintaining — just sitting, the way Bood sits, taking up his natural amount of space. He hears Bood say you look terrible and something in his chest does a thing it hasn't done in a while. Relief, maybe. The specific relief of someone who loves Ilya treating Ilya like himself — not like something that might break, not with the careful register Shane has been using for weeks, but with the rough uncomplicated honesty of a person who has played beside Ilya for years and knows what Ilya can take and gives it to him anyway.
He hears Ilya respond. A short sentence, flat but there, something that might be the beginning of a complaint.
He stays at the counter and keeps his hands on the containers.
"Come here," Cassie says quietly. She is at the counter, her back to the living room, talking to him. Her voice at a register that does not carry.
He goes.
He is not sure how it happens — the specific geometry of it, how Cassie arranges them so the kitchen is between him and the living room. He is aware, after a moment, that this is not accidental. Cassie is looking at him with the expression she gets when she has decided something needs doing.
"How are you," she says. Not how is Ilya.
He opens his mouth.
He does not say fine.
He does not know why fine is not available. He has been saying it for weeks — to the team staff, to his agent, to himself every morning in the mirror on the way past. But Cassie is three feet away in his own kitchen and she already knows, and the word is simply not there.
He talks. Quietly, his voice at the register that won't carry to the living room. The press outside the building those first weeks. The table. The Tuesday in May, standing in the bathroom in his own apartment not knowing how to go back out. The way he has been sleeping in four-hour blocks since March. The specific loneliness of being the one person who is always okay, which is not the right word for it, but it is the closest word he has.
He stops.
He is, he realizes, crying. The kind that happens before you know it is happening — no build, no warning, just suddenly his eyes are wet and the world is slightly too clear. Cassie hands him a dish towel.
"Sorry," he says.
"Don't," she says.
He holds the dish towel. He cleans the counter — cloth in lines, methodical, the same strip of counter twice — because his hands need somewhere to go and this is the thing his hands know how to do.
From the living room, Bood's voice. A pause. Then Ilya's voice — longer than a flat reply, more syllables — and then Bood laughs, and then the shape of a laugh from Ilya. Not quite. Almost. The memory of a laugh. Shane has not heard it in weeks.
He goes still.
He is, for a moment, not able to move.
"He wouldn't choose this," Shane says. Quietly, when he can. "Being this open."
"I know," Cassie says.
"It's his to decide what people see. He can't decide right now. So I've been—"
"I know," she says. Direct, which is more useful than soft. "But you can't hold the whole perimeter alone and also be inside it." She pauses. "You're in it too."
He looks at the dish towel.
Through the doorway, Bood's voice again. Ilya's response — two words, wry. Something in it, something that is Ilya's specific tone when he is tolerating Bood's particular brand of nonsense, a tone Shane knows from years of locker rooms and road trips and every situation where Bood has been Bood and Ilya has been Ilya and the particular affection between them runs underneath the surface complaint.
It is the first time he has heard that tone in weeks.
He breathes.
He folds the dish towel. He wipes his face. He stands until the composure is rebuilt — not sealed but held — and then he goes back to the living room, and Ilya's eyes find him immediately, the way they always do.
Something passes between them.
He does not know exactly what Ilya sees. But he watches something in Ilya's face turn — slightly, slowly — outward. Toward the room. Toward Bood, who is in the middle of a story that requires both hands, toward Cassie who has settled on the floor with her back against the couch. Toward the food on the counter and the low lamp and the specific ordinary warmth of four people in a room together.
Shane sits in the chair.
They stay for three hours.
After, when Bood and Cassie have gone and the containers are stacked in the fridge and the apartment is quiet again, Ilya is on the couch and does not look like he wants to move. Shane is in the chair. Neither of them says anything for a long time.
"Bood," Ilya says eventually, in the flat tone that contains multitudes.
"Yeah," Shane says.
A pause.
"He told me about the game-four goal," Ilya says. "Three times."
Shane looks at him. "He's proud of it."
"It was not so impressive."
Shane says nothing.
"Maybe a little impressive," Ilya says.
The room is quiet. Shane looks at Ilya's face in the lamp light — the specific quality of him after three hours of something that was not the bad days, the medium days, or the good days but something else entirely. Being with someone who knew him before.
He reaches over and turns the lamp down another notch.
Ilya closes his eyes.

The weeks after the Bood visit are different in quality from the weeks before it.
He does not have a word for how they are different. The bad days are still bad. The table moves as many times as it moves. Ilya is still recovering at a pace the brain decides, not the person, and there are mornings where Shane can see the cost of it in Ilya's face before Ilya has fully woken up. None of that has changed.
But there is — something. The door that stayed closed for months is not closed in the same way. Wiebe texts on a Tuesday and Shane texts back, a real response, three sentences. Bood sends a voice memo that Shane listens to in the car and doesn't reply to but also doesn't archive. His mother calls on a Sunday, and he talks to her for forty minutes.
He does not examine it too closely. He just notices that the door is different now.
He is also noticing, more clearly, what Ilya is carrying. He is in the kitchen one afternoon — Ilya in the living room chair, the curtain adjusted, the light at the angle — and he looks up from what he is doing, and Ilya is not looking at the window or at the middle distance. Ilya is looking at him. Not the flat look of a bad day. Not the careful managed look of Ilya deciding what Shane is allowed to see. Just looking, the way people look at things they have been thinking about.
Shane has been watching Ilya for months. He has been watching for the headache and the words and the signs, cataloguing every flicker of Ilya's face for what it tells him about the progress or the setback. He has not always been watching for Ilya.
He is not sure when that changed. He is not sure it has fully changed yet.
There are moments now when Ilya catches Shane watching and something happens between them — not the monitoring gaze answered by Ilya's careful performance of being fine, but something that acknowledges what is actually happening: that they are two people in this together, and both of them know it, and neither of them has said so.
He is grateful for these moments. He holds them carefully.
He does not want to spend them wrong.

He doesn't know which Tuesday. The weeks have texture now rather than structure — the list and the appointments and whether the curtain needs adjusting before nine. He knows within the first hour whether today is good or bad.
Today is medium, edging toward bad by the afternoon. He can tell from the first hour: the way Ilya woke, the sequence of it, the way the face-tightening came earlier than usual. He adjusted the plan for the day without deciding to — moved the appointment call to tomorrow, swapped the broth for the crackers first, kept the noise down. He has been doing this for weeks. He has gotten good at the adjustment.
It is, he knows, a problem that he has gotten this good at it. It means he has structured himself around Ilya's bad days until the bad days are the operating assumption and the good ones are the variable. He knows this is not healthy. He knows he is supposed to be living his own days alongside Ilya's. He has filed this under when there is something to deal with and moved on.
He has made soup — broth-based, no strong smells — and he brings it and sets it on the table at the angle Ilya prefers.
He goes back to the kitchen.
"Shane."
He turns.
Ilya gestures toward the table. Small motion. He wants it moved.
Shane moves the table. Goes back to the kitchen.
He is washing the pot when Ilya says his name again. He dries his hands. He goes back. He moves the table. He goes back to the kitchen and picks up the cloth and starts cleaning the counter he cleaned this morning.
"Shane."
He puts the cloth down.
He goes to the living room. He looks at the table. He looks at Ilya — the flat affect, the unfocused quality of a bad stretch, Ilya's eyes not quite here. He moves the table. He goes back to the kitchen.
He stands at the counter.
He thinks: the table is not the point. He knows the table is not the point. The table is what Ilya has jurisdiction over right now. When everything else — the light, the headache, the words that won't come, the brain running its slow damaged loops instead of the thing it used to do — is outside Ilya's control, the table is something he can put in the right place. Shane knows this. He has known it for weeks.
He also knows that he has moved the table eleven times this week alone and that he has done it without saying anything and will continue doing it without saying anything and on the other side of the wall there is a man who was one of the best hockey players alive a year ago and cannot currently manage where his soup is and this — this particular combination of facts — is what is sitting in Shane's chest right now.
He picks up the cloth. The cloth catches the edge of the cutting board — nothing, just a cloth catching a corner — and he puts the cloth down and he puts both hands flat on the counter and he stands there.
He is not angry at Ilya.
He knows Ilya cannot help it. He knows the table is not the point. He knows the thing in his chest is about weeks of finding the angle, the approach, the way to give that Ilya can actually receive, and hitting the wall of Ilya's stubbornness — the same quality that made him one of the best players in this league now turned against the person trying to take care of him. The pushing-back to the doorway every time Shane gets close enough to actually help. The way Ilya says I'm fine in the specific voice that means I hate that you can see I'm not fine and I need you to pretend you believe me. Shane knows exactly what is happening and he knows exactly why and he knows it is not about him.
He walks to the bathroom.
He closes the door. He turns on the water. He washes his hands — twice, thorough, the full motion — and then he leaves the water running and he stands there and looks at the faucet.
He is so tired of finding ways in.
Not tired of Ilya. Not tired of caring for him. Tired in the specific way of someone who has been doing a very difficult thing for a very long time without a break and without an end date visible and without being able to say this out loud because the person he would say it to is the person who is sick and you do not say I am tired of taking care of you to a person you love who is sick. You do not put that on them. You take it to the bathroom, and you run the water and you stand there for ninety seconds and then you go back out.
He breathes. He breathes again. He turns the water off.
He dries his hands. He looks at himself in the mirror once — long enough to put himself back together, not long enough to see too clearly — and opens the door.
He goes back to the living room. He sits in the chair. He picks up his phone and opens the list, and he does not look at Ilya.
The room is quiet.
After a while Ilya says, flat: "I can tell."
Shane looks up.
Ilya is looking at the middle distance.
"It's fine," Shane says.
Ilya says nothing.
"It's fine," Shane says again.
Ilya looks at him.
Shane looks back.
"Okay," Ilya says. Quiet.
He looks back at the middle distance. Shane looks back at his phone. They sit in the room together and neither of them says anything else, and eventually the afternoon moves into evening, and Shane makes dinner and Ilya eats some of it and they do not talk about it.
Shane washes the dishes.
He dries his hands.
He goes to check on Ilya.

The photograph runs in the summer.
Someone with a long lens outside the concussion clinic catches Ilya in the gap between the door and the car — the cold air hitting him when he comes out, the way it registers in someone whose head is not right. Shane sees it on his phone in the kitchen while Ilya is resting. The caption says visibly distressed. Three outlets have run it by the time he finishes reading.
Shane looks at the photograph for a long time.
He looks at it the way he has been looking at Ilya for months — for information, reading every detail. The angle. What the photographer had to have known, choosing this gap, the specific cruelty of waiting for someone in their worst moment and pressing the shutter. He thinks about Ilya in the car after these appointments, the way he turns toward the window on the drive home. The way he presses two fingers to his temple and then catches himself because he knows Shane can see. He thinks about twelve years of watching Ilya manage exactly what people get to see — the precision of it, the work it takes, the way Ilya has built walls and doors and the deliberate architecture of what is his alone. He cannot do that right now. He is at the mercy of anyone with a long lens and a caption.
Shane thinks: no.
He puts the phone face-down on the counter.
He stands at the counter for a moment. He picks the phone up.
He calls his agent.
He writes the statement himself. His agent suggests softening the third sentence and Shane says no, with the quiet that means the conversation is over. He reviews it once. He sends it.
The statement is four sentences. It says: this photograph was taken without their consent; his husband is a private person receiving private medical care; any outlet publishing photographs or speculation about Ilya Rozanov's medical status will be hearing from their legal team; he is asking, once, clearly, for basic decency.
He does not say please.
He thinks about whether to tell Ilya.
He does not tell Ilya.
He thinks about this later. The management of it — the decision to absorb it without transferring it, to hold the line so that Ilya's world stays the size it needs to be for right now. He is not certain it is the right call. But Ilya is managing his brain today and cannot also manage this, and so Shane manages it, and adds it to the list of things he is holding, and does not examine whether that list is getting too long.
He goes to the kitchen. He washes his hands — both hands, full motion — dries them on the dish towel, and goes back to the chair.
The afternoon runs on. Outside the window the summer light is long and slow. At some point Ilya calls from the bedroom. Is there more of the broth. Shane gets up. He heats the broth. He brings it. He goes back to the chair.
He does not think about the photograph again that day.

It is an ordinary evening.
Late July. Hot, the window open, the city warm. The lamp is on. Ilya is beside him on the couch. Shane has a book open and is not fully reading it.
He reads a paragraph. His attention drifts. He reads it again.
Ilya's hand on his.
Shane goes still.
He doesn't look up immediately. The weight of Ilya's hand. The warmth of it. The deliberateness — not the reach for something to hold, but a choice. He knows the difference. He has twelve years of knowing the difference.
He looks up.
Ilya is looking at him. Not the monitoring look, not the reading-for-the-limit look that Shane has spent months on the receiving end of. Something different. Something that has been missing.
Ilya turns Shane's hand over. Brings it to his mouth. Presses his lips against it — slow, deliberate, eyes open.
Shane makes a sound he didn't intend. Small.
Ilya sets his hand down and moves closer and Shane's book is somewhere and doesn't matter and they are facing each other in the lamplight and Ilya's hands come up to his face and hold it.
Shane's eyes do something he cannot stop. The hope he has been managing since March, the wanting he has put down and put down — it moves, in Ilya's hands, toward the surface.
Ilya kisses him.
Shane kisses back and then pulls back. His hands on Ilya's arms.
"Are you sure?" he says. "I don't want to hurt you."
He sees it land wrong.
The brief arrest — the thing the question does. He reads it in a fraction of a second and he cannot take it back. He said it because he loves Ilya and he has been afraid since March and the fear came out of his mouth at the exact wrong moment.
He watches Ilya breathe through it.
"You won't hurt me," Ilya says. And then: "I am here. I am present. Right now, tonight, I am here with you, and I am not behind the glass anymore."
Something in Shane's chest collapses.
Quietly. Into itself. He exhales. He drops his forehead to Ilya's.
They breathe.
"Okay," Shane says. "Okay."
He lets Ilya lead.
He pays attention — everything else going quiet, the specific full-weight attention he brings to anything that matters. He has not been able to do this for months. Tonight he has something. He gives it entirely.
Later, in the dark, with the window open and the July night moving through the curtains and Ilya's head on his chest — Shane goes still.
He has been holding something since March. Since the arm came up wrong on the ice, since the three seconds on the bench, since the cervical collar and the stretcher wheels on the ice. He has been holding it in the hospital and the dark room weeks and the playoff plane and the bathroom in May because he had to hold it, there was nowhere to put it, and now Ilya is here, warm and present, and Shane's chest hitches once.
Then again.
He is crying before he can stop it. Not with sound. Just the wet against Ilya's hair, and the shaking that starts in his hands and moves up, and he presses his mouth closed and breathes through his nose and it doesn't stop.
Ilya goes still.
Then Ilya's arms tighten around him.
Then Ilya's hand comes to the back of his head — the same motion, reversed, the hand Shane has put there a hundred times in the last four months — and Ilya pulls him closer and holds on.
"I have you," Ilya says.
Shane shakes.
"I have you," Ilya says again. His hand slow in Shane's hair.
Shane breathes.
He does not say: I watched you go down and I thought you were dead and part of me has been standing on that bench since March. He knows Ilya knows. He can feel that Ilya knows, in the quality of the holding, in the steadiness of a man who understands what he is holding and is not going anywhere.
The summer night. Ottawa going quiet outside.
Ilya holds on.
After a long time, the shaking stops. Shane breathes. His face is wet and he doesn't move to wipe it.
Ilya's hand in his hair.
"I love you," Ilya says quietly. "I have you."
Shane closes his eyes.
He stays.

Ilya is cleared for contact in August.
Shane is at the rink when his phone buzzes. He reads the text — Ilya, two words, cleared contact — and stands in the corridor for a moment.
He is proud. He is genuinely, completely proud — of the work Ilya has done, the patience of it, the months of careful reconstruction, the way Ilya has managed something that would have broken a different person. He knows what this clearance cost. He has watched every step of what it cost.
He is also terrified in the specific way of a person who has spent five months organizing his entire life around keeping something safe and has just been told the keeping is over.
He texts back: that's great. Really great.
He puts his phone in his pocket. He goes back to what he was doing.
He thinks about it for the rest of the day in the part of his brain that runs underneath everything else, the part that has been running since March. Cleared for contact means camp. Camp means pucks. Pucks at speed means the ice, means boards, means the category of thing that happened in March is possible again. He knows this is the correct next step. He knows Ilya has been working toward this. He knows the clearance is not a risk, it is a milestone, it is the point of all the months of work.
He knows all of this.
His nervous system has a different opinion, and he does not share it with anyone.

Training camp starts in the morning.
Ilya is in the kitchen when Shane gets home from the rink — standing at the counter, not doing anything in particular, just standing there the way he does when he has decided something and is waiting for the right moment. Shane has learned to read the posture. He sets his bag down.
"I'm going to take my own car tomorrow," Ilya says. Not a question.
Shane opens the fridge. He is looking at the fridge without seeing it. Milk, leftovers, the specific shelf arrangement he has maintained for months — Ilya's things at eye level, easy to reach, nothing requiring him to bend or strain. He looks at this shelf arrangement for two seconds longer than he needs to.
"Okay," he says.
He closes the fridge.
Ilya is watching him. Shane can feel it without turning around — the quality of Ilya's attention, the particular way he goes still when he is reading Shane carefully.
"It is not—" Ilya starts.
"I know," Shane says.
He does know. He knows it is not about Shane, not a verdict on the months of it, not Ilya pulling away. He knows this the way he knows Ilya's skating — from the outside, from years of watching, from a place that does not require explanation. Ilya needs to walk into that building as himself. Needs the drive, the parking lot, the specific solitude of arriving under his own power. Shane understands all of this completely.
It is still hard to say okay.
He turns around. Ilya is leaning against the counter with his arms loose at his sides, not braced, not defensive. Just waiting to see what Shane does with it.
"What time are you leaving?" Shane says.
Something in Ilya's face settles.
"Seven," he says. "Maybe six-thirty."
"I'll be gone by six." Shane picks up his bag. "I'll make coffee before I go."
He goes to the bedroom. He sits on the edge of the bed.
The apartment is quiet. He can hear Ilya in the kitchen — the sound of the tap, a glass set down. Ordinary sounds. He has been listening to the sounds of this apartment for months in the specific way of a person monitoring, every noise processed for information: is that the headache, is that a stumble, is that him looking for something he can't find. He has not been able to hear the apartment without that underneath it.
He sits with his hands on his knees.
Ilya is going to drive himself to training camp in the morning. He is going to park and get out and carry his own bag and walk into the building and Shane is not going to be there. And then he is going to skate, and eat, and drive himself home, and Shane is going to have to be okay with all of it happening outside of his line of sight. Not just tomorrow. Every day after. Ilya alive in the world without Shane watching to make sure.
This is what getting better looks like. He knows this. He has known it abstractly for weeks, the way you know something that hasn't arrived yet. It is arriving now.
He thinks about what his therapist said, the last Tuesday session: what would it look like to trust that Ilya is alive even when you can't confirm it. He had sat with that for a long time before answering. He said: I know he's alive. I know that. She said: I know you know. But knowing and trusting aren't the same process. Your body learned something in March. It takes time to learn something different.
He has been working on this. He is not done working on it.
He is going to have to learn to let Ilya be alive without needing to see it.
He sits with that for a moment. Then he gets up and starts unpacking his bag for tomorrow.

In the morning, he makes the coffee and he leaves. He leaves Ilya’s tea steeping in the carafe, because Ilya had only said anything about driving himself and it makes Shane feel better.
He drives to the rink in the dark, the city not yet awake. He gets there before most people. He does his work — film room, then ice, the specific tunnel-vision of the first day of camp that he has always been good at. He does not go to the parking lot to watch for Ilya's car. He does not position himself near the entrance. He told himself in August, he would not do this, and he is not doing this. He is in the film room watching footage from last season when he hears, through the wall, the sound of the corridor filling up — voices, gear, the particular noise of a building coming back to life after a summer.
He hears Ilya's voice.
Not the words. Just the voice, one thread in the noise, Ilya saying something to someone and someone laughing back. The specific register of Ilya being Rozanov in a room full of people who know him that way. Not the managed flatness of the bad months. Not the careful measuring of words for energy. The register of a man who has been this person in this building for years and is being that person again right now, in the corridor, receiving and being received.
Shane looks at the screen in front of him.
He is in here. Ilya is out there. Ilya is arriving under his own power, being received by the building as himself, and Shane is not watching it happen, and it is happening anyway, and that is the correct order of things.
He puts his hand flat on the desk for a moment.
Then he turns back to the film.
He goes back to work.

It is sometime in the fall.
He cannot tell you which week. The season has opened without Ilya — LTIR, Ottawa declines to comment on timeline — and Shane is playing and Ilya is practicing and they arrive at the rink in separate cars and leave in separate cars and in between Shane plays hockey and Ilya does the work of getting back to himself and neither of them narrates it.
He has made his peace with the separate cars. Mostly. He made his peace with it in August, and it has held, which is different from it being easy, which is different from not noticing. He notices every morning. He makes the coffee and he leaves and he drives to the rink and Ilya arrives when Ilya arrives and this is correct. He knows it is correct. He has accepted that knowing and feeling are not the same process and he is moving through the fall on knowing.
The season has its own shape. He is captain and he shows up as captain — the early mornings, the film room, the tape sessions, the conversations with Wiebe about line combinations that do not include Ilya because they cannot yet. He does his job. He does it well. Underneath it the thing that has been running since March runs differently now — lower, less acute, the particular quality of an anxiety that has learned it cannot stay at crisis pitch indefinitely and has settled into a more sustainable register. He is used to it. He does not like being used to it. These are both true.
He reads the headline on his phone in the locker room after practice, still in gear.
END OF THE LINE? Retirement announcement from Rozanov seems inevitable, experts say.
He reads it twice. He reads it a third time.
He sets the phone face-down on the bench.
He is aware of his own breathing. The way his chest has gone very still. He sits with his gear on and the locker room loud around him and he is very carefully not thinking about the headline, which is a different thing from not thinking about it.
Around him the locker room is going on. Haas is telling someone about his weekend. Barrett is unwrapping his stick tape with the focused attention he brings to tasks that do not require it. Somewhere behind Shane, Bood is laughing at something Holmberg said. Ordinary. All of it ordinary. He is in the middle of it, and he is very far away.
He thinks about Ilya on the ice at practice this morning. The particular correctness of him — the work being done, the patient reconstruction of something, every drill deliberate and measured in the way that Ilya's skating has never been deliberate and measured in the decade-plus Shane has known it. It is good work. It is the right kind of work. It does not look like Ilya yet.
He does not know if it will.
He puts his phone in his bag without reading further. He gets dressed. He drives home. He does not say anything about the headline.
He does not need to say anything about it. He just needs to not think about it, and he is not entirely succeeding.
He makes dinner. He makes Ilya's tea and puts the jar of jam out. They eat. They talk about nothing consequential — a driver on the road who did something Ilya found specifically insulting, whether the new restaurant on Elgin is worth trying, the book Shane is three-quarters through. Ilya has an opinion about the book that is wrong in a way that is so precisely Ilya that Shane looks at his plate for a moment before responding.
He goes to bed that night and lies there and stares at the ceiling.
He is not going to lose Ilya.
He is not going to lose Ilya to retirement. Retirement is a door Ilya walks through on his own terms when Ilya is ready and that is not loss, that is just time, that is just the life moving forward the way it is supposed to move. He knows this.
He also knows that Ilya on ice is Ilya fully himself, more than anywhere else, and that the league has been the context for everything they are to each other since the beginning, and that losing the context does not mean losing the thing but that is easy to know and harder to feel at eleven o'clock in the dark with Ilya breathing beside him.
He turns over.
He puts his hand on Ilya's back.
Ilya makes a small sound in his sleep.
Shane stays where he is.

It is a Wednesday in December.
He is on the ice for the morning skate and Ilya is on the ice and they are running the same drill in different rotations and Shane is doing his work and he is not watching Ilya with any particular attention because he made that agreement with himself in August and he has kept it.
He has been keeping it since the first day of camp. He shows up, he plays, he is the captain and the first line and the person who knows where all the pieces go. He and Ilya drive separately and arrive separately and leave separately and in between they are two players on the same team practicing hockey. They are also, always, what they have been to each other for twelve years, and these things exist in parallel and do not require narration.
The drill is a standard read-and-react — neutral zone entry, multiple options, the player with the puck deciding in real time. Shane is in his own rotation, the second group, watching the first group run it from the boards. He is watching the drill the way he watches drills: the decisions, the reads, the gap between seeing and going.
And then Ilya takes a pass off his backhand and Shane knows.
Not from thinking about it. From twelve years of knowing this specific person on ice — the weight of it, the read underneath, the thing that has been careful and correct and slightly outside itself since March and is now suddenly back inside. Not the half-beat of managed correctness that has been Ilya's skating since he returned. The thing under that. The чутьё. Shane has no word for it in English that is the right size. He has watched it be absent for nine months — has watched Ilya compensate for its absence with precision and effort, which is impressive and which is not the same thing — and he knows, from one rotation of one drill, that it has come back.
He goes through his own rotation.
He does not look at Ilya again. He does not change his expression. He does not look for Ilya's face to see if Ilya knows yet, though he wants to. He files it in the place where he keeps the things he is certain of and he skates his line, and when Wiebe calls it, he showers and gets dressed.
He drives home.
He is not in a hurry. Or: he is, and he does not act on it. He stops at the light on the corner. He parks in his spot. He takes his bag out of the car and locks it and goes upstairs.
He is in the kitchen when the door opens.
He hears the door. He does not go to it. He is at the counter, and he hears Ilya come in and he does not move. He is making tea — Ilya's, because it is late afternoon and Ilya will want tea, and the kettle is already on because he knows exactly how long it takes Ilya to follow Shane home after physio.
He hears Ilya stop in the hallway.
He looks up.
He sees Ilya's face. He knows — before the words, before anything — the way he has always known things about Ilya, from across ice and across rooms and from the specific quality of a silence. He knows from Ilya's face right now, standing in the hallway in his coat still, that something has shifted in the building behind his eyes. He knows it the same way he knew on the ice: not from reading but from being a person who has known this particular person for twelve years.
He goes still.
"It came back," Ilya says.
His voice is low. Strange. Like it has needed to be said here specifically, in this apartment, to Shane. Like it was always going to end up here.
Shane sets the spoon down.
He crosses the kitchen.
He gets to Ilya and Ilya meets him halfway and Shane's arms go around him and he holds on. His hand at the back of Ilya's head. Ilya's face against his shoulder. Cold air still on him from outside, and the specific smell of the rink, and twelve years.
He does not cry.
He had thought he would. He has thought about this moment in the dark room nights, lying in the chair in the corner while Ilya slept. In the long stretches on the road, in hotel rooms, lying awake in the specific way that the road makes worse. In every version of when it comes back, he kept telling himself across the months it hadn't. He had imagined breaking open. He had imagined needing to be held.
It doesn't happen that way.
It settles. The long-held breath releasing into this: Ilya in his arms, the weight and warmth of him, the specific relief of something that has been braced against for nine months finally being allowed to set down. Not dramatic. Just: done. Over. This particular version of the fear, the one that said what if it doesn't come back, released.
He breathes.
Outside the kitchen window it is snowing. The first real snow of the season, coming down through the December dark and settling on everything without asking permission. He can see it over Ilya's shoulder, the city going white and quiet.
He watches it fall.
After a while Ilya pulls back to look at him. His eyes doing the thing they do — the thing that has been there through all of it, every version of this year, every version of every year.
Shane looks at him.
The kettle behind him has just clicked off. He had put it on when he heard Ilya's car in the lot below — before Ilya came through the door, before the words, before any of this — because it was late afternoon and Ilya would want tea when he got home, and Shane already knew what that meant without thinking about it. The list. The chair. The shampoo by shape in the dark. Nine months of knowing exactly what Ilya needs before Ilya has to say so.
He thinks about Ilya's hand at the back of his head in July.
He puts his hand on Ilya's face.
Ilya turns into it.
"Come here," Shane says.
Ilya goes.

The snow keeps falling.
Ottawa in December, settling in without asking whether you're ready. He has never minded it. He has always found something in the winters here — the quiet of a city that knows how to wait.
He has learned a lot about waiting.
The snow comes down and he watches it and he is not afraid of it tonight.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Make a summary that doesn't suck: challenge level impossible.

I still haven't fully tacked down Shane's character from the inside yet, but I think this is the closest I am getting to right now. Shane very clearly has avoidant orthorexia in the Long Game. Like, as someone who struggled with that as a teenager there were moments when I felt like someone read my journal when I had a meltdown when I couldn't find no fat greek yogurt.

But anyway, I really recommend "Treating Athletes with Eating Disorders Bridging the Gap between Sport and Clinical Worlds" by Kate Bennett. I picked it up when I started coaching more and I didn't want to pass down the same feelings I had. It is more for health care workers, but I still think it is really important for coaches to read, it also made me treat myself a little kinder. Not that this gets into Shane's eating thing but it gets into his control thing which is just like a stone's throw away.

I am working on more stuff with Shane right now; it's just harder.

Anyway, more relevant. Being the partner of someone recovering from a TBI is it's own type of hard. My relationship did not survive it. I don't blame him. We were nineteen and twenty, he did his best.


  






  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          Grades aren't used to classify concussions anymore, but for anyone familiar with the old system, Ilya's injury is consistent with a grade 3 concussion with Post Concussion Syndrome. Concussions are serious and life-altering events, and recovery timelines are unique to the individual and the injury. There is no standard. There is no schedule.
For anyone unfamiliar with the fencing response: when Ilya goes down, the impact drives the back of his head into the ice. The force then causes his brain to move forward inside his skull, striking the frontal lobe against the front of the skull. The fencing response — the involuntary raising of the arm — is a visible sign of that neurological disruption happening in real time. The cognitive symptoms Ilya experiences throughout this fic, the language retrieval issues, the reaction time deficits, the emotional dysregulation, are consistent with frontal lobe involvement. This is the mechanism.
I have had three concussions in my life. My last one I slept off in three days with only physiological symptoms and no cognitive involvement. My second took sixteen months to recover from and presented with cognitive symptoms only. Ilya's injury is modeled on that second concussion, scaled for the forces involved in professional hockey. I have kept the details of my own recovery general for the sake of anonymity, but the experience of it is in every scene of this fic.
Thank you for reading.

 

I also made a threads account (well, a second one) if anyone wants to come yap at me.

https://www.threads.com/@hh_arrowao3


        


    


  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








