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on winning and losing (and ilya rozanov)

    by fingersfallingupwards

      Summary

      Twenty years after everything fell apart, Shane Hollander is on the cusp of becoming MLH Commissioner when Ilya Rozanov walks into his office and back into his life.
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  Deputy Commissioner Shane Hollander sits down at the commissioner’s desk and considers the view.
The room is a nice size, but the walls are cluttered with mismatched memorabilia. The fixtures around the window are flimsy plastic— cheap. The wrong choice considering the breadth of the windows; thin industrial shutters would be better. The room reflects a man uninterested in maximizing light but interested instead in maximizing himself (if the multiple pictures of Commissioner Langstrom shaking hands with winning teams and hall of famer’s means anything).
Shane thinks about a few contractors he knows that he would trust with a delicate job inside an office building. He’ll probably have to get them vetted by the MLH building manager, but it will be worth seeing the square footage used to its full potential.
Sitting at this desk and subbing in for the sick commissioner, Shane is… pleased with himself. Pleased with how close he’s gotten to where he wants to be. Not content, never content, but certainly it’s satisfactory progress.
Danelle, the current commissioner’s assistant, scurries over with a tablet.
“Here, your calendar should be synced with Commissioner Langstrom’s now, Mr. Hollander” she says.
“Thanks, Danelle,” Shane says, eyes crinkling as he takes a look at the workload. As a deputy, the amount of meetings and paperwork he handles looks quite close to Langstrom’s workload. It’s reassuring—if he can handle what he does now (and he does) he will definitely be able to take on the commissionership in a few years.
Not that it’s a sure thing, of course. But as his mother says, they would be fools not to take Shane.
Shane blinks at a familiar name on the schedule. At 1pm, Rozanov meeting. 
It’s like an delayed echo from the past, something he might have predicted and yet still…
“Is this, uh, Nikolaj Rozanov?” Shane says, stumbling a little over the name.
Danelle places a coffee at his elbow. Shane doesn’t remember asking for one, but he takes a sip out of politeness. She’s clearly determined to be good at her job and Shane can appreciate that; he’s the same way.
“Yes, just a formal apology, because of what he said the other day. I think he’s coming with a parent too.”
Coming with a parent…
Shane’s heart thuds in his chest, his mouth go dry.
“Did you… I can pull up the video if you need more context,” Danelle says after his silence. Shane shakes his head— as if he could possibly have missed Ilya Rozanov’s son using the f-slur on international TV and the ensuing chaos from every level of the MLH.
“I’m good, thank you Danelle.”
She nods, leaving him to sort through the paperwork and prepare for his first meeting with the league advertising sponsors.
Shane should be skimming the notes, but he stares at the name. Rozanov.
He wasn’t watching the game, but he did see the clip. He winced, seeing the word leave Nikolaj’s mouth after he spit on the ice, downright vitriolic. He wondered instantly if Nikolaj knew about his father—
Not that there was anything to be done about that, either way.
Shane isn’t out so he kept his opinions to himself and used the event to leverage the importance of getting more locker room mandates considered for the new year. He felt uneasy, even if he reminded himself that this was the real change, the important thing to do. One reason he stayed in the closet—to more easily table issues and create change. He's very effective at it.
1PM comes quickly and Shane gets a little anticipatory despite himself. A chance to see Rozanov’s son up close. He clicks around on the MLH page and scopes out his stats for his rookie year. Shane is impressed with what he sees. Good shots on goal, decent scoring for the season so far. Lagging in assists but considering his age and that it’s his first year in them MLH, Shane isn’t surprised he’s still selfish in his playing.
Shane thinks he has prepared for the meeting, has seen all that he needs to.
Danelle knocks on the door, and Shane stands, rubbing his hands on his slacks.
Nikolaj Rozanov comes in, dark curls, the hint of his father’s insouciance curled around his cupid bow’s mouth.
And behind him—
“Rozanov…”
Svetlana Rozanov glides into the room. Beautiful and startling, a cloud of whorled hair and the stark flatness on her face.
Right. Who else could be here? Who else could he have expected?
Ilya Rozanov is three years dead now.
She’s wearing black. It’s almost certainly a fashion choice, but it feels right for the somberness of this meeting, like a belated funeral.
Shane never went to the real one.
Her wrist flashes gold bracelets as she extends her hand.
“Mr. Hollander.”
“Mrs. Rozanov.”
Shane scrambles to catch her grip, to regain his professionalism. He feels on the backfoot seeing the two of them.
“Thank you for seeing us. This is my son, Nikolaj.”
Nikolaj is muted by her side as he mumbles through his apology. His mom puts a hand on his shoulder and Nikolaj leans in there, then tenses, catches himself. Eye casting out mutinous at Shane who tries to offer a smile.
He feels like he’s looking at a strange mirror of himself and his manager-mother. Was he so dependent upon her? So quick to curl inside? Was Rozanov ever like that with his own mother? Shane doesn’t know if it’s genetic.
When Nikolaj finishes his quiet apology, Svetlana presents a file folder with a plastic cover. A PR plan to rehabilitate Nikolaj’s image with the MLH’s help.
Shane skims it with shaking hands. The words don’t land. He didn’t expect to be so unsettled by seeing Nikolaj, this slice of Rozanov floating out in the world.
He forces a smile when he reaches the end, says “This looks good. I appreciate you taking the impact of your words so seriously. Obviously, the word matters a lot, does a lot of harm. We expect better of our players.”
Shane knows he’s leaning in a little more than he needs to. Sees each word landing hard on Nikolaj who grits his teeth, withdrawing and biting his tongue. Can’t say anything to the Deputy Commissioner can he? Certainly not mouth that sloppy slur at any rate.
“Is there anything else you need from us?” Svetlana Rozanov asks, sharp.
Shane stops, draws back. Isn’t sure when he started leaning forward.
“No. Thank you for coming in today.”
“We appreciate you making time for us, Deputy Commissioner Hollander.”
Svetlana Rozanov nods, stands, and pats her son to do the same.
And then the Rozanovs are out of the office.
Shane sits still as a statue afterwards, feeling the plushness of the chair like a strange, foreign element.
He did the meeting perfectly. He is pleased at his progress so far in climbing the MLH hierarchy, and this is just another little step in the rung. Everything is so according to plan.
So why does he feel gaping?
Danielle comes in with coffee.
Yes, coffee.
Shane startles, jumps out of his chair.
“I’m actually going on my lunch, now. Thank you.”
“Oh, have a good break.”
Shane breezes past her. Shane powerwalks out of his officer to the hallway of his building.
They’re still here, waiting outside the elevators. Svetlana Rozanov is talking quietly to her son who nods, listening to her every word. Nodding, and nodding, and nodding. Shane has done a lot of that in his life to his mother.
She squeezes his arm and then Nikolaj turns, yanking out of her grip. Needing and rejecting at the same stroke. So young and untried. Nikolaj leaves down the stairs, shoulder hiked high and defensive. Svetlana Rozanov stands alone for a moment, a beautiful willow tree with her hair falling in dark, longing tendrils around her head.
She turns decisively, as if expecting to see Shane standing there watching, stuck in space. Shane shivers.
His mouth feels numb as he moves it. “I wanted to know if… I thought maybe we could get coffee.”
He’s no one to ask, really, as far as the world is concerned. Not an old friend, never a teammate. Just a publicity rival… But Svetlana is not the world. She was Rozanov’s wife. Did he ever tell her anything of that precious moment of time? Ten years of something so ephemeral that even now it resists words yet was composed only of body, body, body.  His and Ilya’s. More solid than any ice.
Her green eyes skate over him.
“We probably should talk,” she says, and the words know it all. Shane fidgets at being so seen. He nods, ashamed and relieved.
In no time at all, they are seated across from each other at the business café, drinks untouched and cooling before them. Shane studies Svetlana Rozanov.
She looks tired. A painful dryness on her face that Shane has glimpsed at his own in the mirror. Grief, he if had to call it anything.
Silly to compare his feelings to a real widow. Insane, even.
He should offer his condolences. He can’t make his dry mouth unstick. Takes a sip of tea instead.
“You made deputy commissioner.” she says in her soft American accent. Perfect grammar and ease of use with the English language her husband never had. “Well done. Commissioner will be yours in a couple years.”
“Halstead or Kung are in the running too” Shane says.
She waves the polite words away. “Halstead is too old and he never played, let alone won multiple championships like you. And Kung is a woman. The MLH won’t even let a woman coach, they aren’t ready for one to be on top of the hierarchy.”
She speaks with so much certainty. Every word a prophecy. (Was it the confidence that drew Rozanov to her so much?)
Shane supposes she likes to keep an eye on the system that her son is operating in, much like his own mother had.
“If things go on this way, it’s yours,” she says, like it’s simple.
Go on this way… yes, without saying anything, she has said it. The commissionership is Shane’s to lose by coming out as gay. He’s known this for a long time. He has no plans to ever…
“Nikolaj doesn’t know about his father?” Shane asks quietly.
Svetlana leans back in her chair, and Shane fights the instinct to apologize. He’s being rude, he knows.
“No. Ilya wanted to make sure you were always safe—”
“I didn’t mean… Not about me and him.” Shane feels flustered. “I mean about Ilya being…” Because Ilya was that, bisexual, even without Shane.
Svetlana Rozanov smiles at him, like she sees something he doesn’t about Rozanov and Shane.
“No. Our Nika never knew any of it.”
“I thought it was Niko—”
“It’s a name for parents to use, Nika. Our Nika.”
Shane swallows.
“I guess I’m glad he didn’t know and said what he said,” Shane says, feeling numb. It’s not fair, but the man Shane pursued is buried and he is unknown, Shane’s secret and their relationship buried with him. Not to be passed on. No one will ever know the truth about Shane and Rozanov.
And Rozanov will never be any more known by Nikolaj, by Shane, by anyone. A mystery wrapped deep underground, rotting so secretly.
But maybe that’s why he chased after Svetlana Rozanov, as strange as he feels about her, she is one of the only people on the planet who knew Rozanov. Who knew him, the way Shane always wanted to think he did.
Stupid to compare himself after her seventeen years of marriage. How can Shane’s ten years of on again off again hookups compare? How can the immateriality of their non relationship in hotel rooms stack up to a gold ring on her finger? A house and child…
“I wanted to tell Nikolaj his papa was bi,” Svetlana Rozanov says. “Ilya, he wasn’t sure. Got very cagy. I think he felt shy.”
“Rozanov, shy?” Shane deflects.
“You would be surprised.” Svetlana smiles. “He was always very shy about his Jane too.”
Shane feels abruptly out of his body. Sunk with a wave of grief and longing that makes his eyes burn and his lungs hurt.
She is so cruel and kind to give those words to him. The only way he could probably stomach hearing them.
“I’m sure that…” He has to breathe hard, in and out. “Jane misses him a lot too.”
Jane who said no and turned away when Ilya called him drunk so many times, begging with room numbers on the rink in 2017, in 2018, in 2019—
Jane, bereft without the calls in 2020.
Ice settling over Jane’s body when he saw the baby announcement over Instagram.
Jane who was cold but confirmed about every doubt and suspicion. Jane was right about Ilya— Rozanov. Right about him being happy with Svetlana Rozanov.
Being right had never been less a comfort to Jane.
Jane who tried to move on but could never find that instinctual fit.
Jane who still thought overmuch and long about that time in their twenties, the what if of it all—
And Jane who missed the funeral because he wasn’t sure he could make it through the ceremony without saying Ilya in such a way that ten years of history wouldn’t just unravel hideously from his mouth.
Jane isn’t Shane though. Thank fuck for that. Jane is someone else, lost in the past.
Shane fidgets with his drink, feels Svetlana Rozanov’s eyes on him. She isn’t as victorious as he imagined her in his cruelest moments. She’s just a woman. Tired, dehydrated. A single mother of a hockey son with all the spite and vinegar of his father and fearing perhaps none of the compassion.
“Thank you for coming to talk with me,” Shane says. He doesn’t ask for her number to keep in contact. She doesn’t ask for his.
“Of course.” She stands.
The words just fall from his mouth.
“You know. I was somehow expecting to see him, when I saw Nikolaj’s name on my schedule. It was like, I didn’t even think to remember he isn’t here. Isn’t that strange?”
Svetlana Rozanov looks at him so sadly that it makes his heart twist. He waits for the admonishment that’s not your right. Who are you to miss him so intimately like he’s just in another room?
She doesn’t say any of that.
She reaches into her designer bag and holds out a business card.
“His gravestone is here. Go see him.”
Svetlana Rozanov leaves, dissolving into the outside brightness in a flash of black fabric and curls.
Shane stares at the napkin. His wristwatch alarm blinks, reminding him to get back to work.
Shane stands and goes outside. He hails a taxi.
 
He’s in New York, but it takes no time at all to reach Montreal. The sun is still not low in the sky. Burning even brighter, actually, orange and consuming. The field of stones is huge, massive, impossible to navigate, but his leather shoes walk and stop in front of the right plot immediately.
Ilya Rozanov’s name winks back at him, carved into stone.
Mine to lose, Shane thinks about the commissionership, about Ilya Rozanov.
The ground doesn’t have grass, is instead full of soil and Shane fists his hands in it. Starts digging— the soil shifts easily, moves under his hand until he brushes against some warm, grasping flesh
 
 
 
Shane bolts awake. His chest heaves and sweat coats his chest.
He’s disoriented, feels choked around the throat and pats his skin to get all the cloth and vestigial dirt away from it. Where the fuck is he—
“Shhh, shhh,” the voice comes from the dark. “Shh. Is okay.”
Hands grip Shane and his shivers at the touch of warm flesh, leans in. Doesn’t care if there is dirt— he recognizes distantly there isn’t, just the sheerness of sheets.
Sheets. Oh.
Ilya. 
He turns in bed in his Montreal apartment and sees his fiancé rubbing at his face. Shane’s heart thuds, watching him in the dark. Alive and tired and sleep-creased. Shane creeps his arms around Ilya, nudging him up just to slip beneath his torso and squeeze. He’s hot and heavy, will make Shane’s arm go numb.
Ilya hums, rocking back and forth a little.
“You dream about coming out again?” Ilya asks, petting down Shane’s spine.
Shane laughs, breathless and a little manic. Coming out has been a reoccurring nightmare. Of Langstrom’s frowning face as he takes back Shane’s Stanley cup rings well, these aren't for you, then, are they? 
Shane breathes hard, trying to settle his heart.
“No.”
“Good.”
“I dreamt I never came out.”
Ilya frowns at that. Shane stops gripping Ilya’s side so he can cup his face, trace a thumb over the deep scraping lines at the corner of his mouth from a lifetime of smiling and smirking. Worry drawing lines in his brow even now.
“Was not a good dream?” Ilya muses.
“No. You weren’t alive in it.”
Ilya kisses Shane’s palm and hand, takes a finger lightly into his mouth and nips it. I’m alive and biting, he seems to say. “Just a silly dream.”
Shane nods. He can’t quite bring himself to mention Svetlana, their conversation. Strange to dream about his fiancé’s dead wife, isn’t it? Ominous…
Ilya’s body is slackening again, slowly, sleep dragging him back down.
Shane wiggles slowly from under him. He won’t be able to go back to sleep.
“Where you go?” Ilya grumbles, tired.
“I just want to look at my whiteboards again. Go back to sleep.”
Ilya sighs, presses a hand to his eyes. Sits up.
“Stay here,” Shane protests.
Ilya shakes his head, moving slowly to the side of the bed and pulling on oversized sweats. He doesn’t wear a shirt and the warm breadth of his torso presses warmly against Shane as shuffles close and kisses his cheek. Shane feels the chill of the dream drifting away with the warm scratch of Ilya against him. He breathes deeply for a moment.
“Come. Let’s look at big game play boards.”
Shane grumbles as he finds a shirt and trouser, because they aren’t hockey plays, certainly coming out is not a game. Just that playing hockey has made Shane a very visual, whiteboard kind of guy.
Shane grabs a couple of blankets off the foot of their bed and goes to the living room where Ilya is wheeling out the two white boards from against the wall to sit in front of the couch. Then he goes to make coffee.
“Come on, don’t do that,” Shane says, guilty. It’s only four AM.
“Might as well get head start on day. Am used to this. Many days I do this as new parent. Is not hard, really.”
“That makes me your new baby?” Shane says, dubious.
Ilya only twinkles at his expression. “Mmm, yes. My baby. My baby with big coming out wedding plan project. Very advanced baby.”
Shane twitches a smile. “Gross. Make some for me too?”
Ilya waggles the second mug already in his hands.
Shane watches him putter in the kitchen for a second. The muscles in his bare back working, the welcoming pudge at his lower back leading to his strong ass. He’s so soft, domestic, utterly appealing in these moments.
It makes Shane more than ever want to come out right. 
He looks at his whiteboards, searching for gaps, areas of improvement. He doesn’t have that much that he actively is thinking about changing. He just wanted to look at them. To see the plan laid out and real before him. So far away from that dark nightmare…
To marry Ilya in the way he deserves, Shane will have to come out.
No two ways about it— he’s not going to have some private, hush-hush ceremony where his beautiful man has to glance over his shoulder with paranoia.
No, it’s going to be a big, glorious wedding affair at Shane’s cottage. Overflowing with affection for the man he loves. Shane finally gets to show it, and he’s been building up quite a reserve over the years.
Loving Ilya, he is sure he can do. He’s the only person he really trusts for the job, if he’s honest, and he’s definitely the most qualified.
Coming out and marriage… those are newer concepts for Shane.
If he’s being honest, Shane never planned to come out— Or no, maybe there was one time after retirement but that was a fluke, the thrill of leaving the sport and trying to figure out what life could then be.
He won his final Stanley cup in his final year, and woke up from a nightmare of someone handing him a champion ring studded in rainbow flag colours. Maybe it should have been funny or elicited that pride people talked about, but dream-Shane could only think of how different from his teammates he felt, how diminished his win was.
He woke up, looked at his coming out plans (not dissimilar to the ones here) and deleted the file on his computer. The plan winked out of existence like it never was, and Shane shelved the whole idea of coming out.
His soberest realization was that quitting hockey changed little; life and its pressures stayed so much the same after retiring, with people still looking up to him, expectations for success in a career field still informed by a publicly pleasing persona, and a personal miasma of anxiety around the subject that refused to budge. It was as if the mass and weight of the pressure stayed the same size, just changed shape.
And Shane was okay with that. With his cowardice and the twisted, bitterness that he would just have to love in a limited way. Life is like that sometimes, unfair.
Then Shane met Ilya, again, and wanted more than he ought, also again. Then Shane saw Nikolaj be braver than them both, and Shane found himself reaching for a bag of courage he turned away for a long time.
Doesn’t mean he’s about to be careless—no single bisexual flag emoji for Shane. He means to win at this, to slash a path for himself to succeed.
Shane’s plan is to come out in phases to the important people in his life first. It’s a matter of generating momentum, of coming out to the right people first so that he can amass confidence and support.
Even with the backing (he hopes, dares think he’ll have it) coming out publicly is not going to be an easy process, which is why Shane has the wedding plan boards to bolster him. As a little reward. For each terrible, awful, awkward conversation about Shane’s godforsaken sexuality, Shane can look at embossed stationery, see his name entwined glossily with Ilya’s on high grade card stock and let it feel a little more real.
They’re getting married. Ilya Rozanov will be his husband.
Only took him about fifty years, Shane thinks to himself wryly.
Shane startles when a mug of coffee floats in front of his face.
“You are sexy when plotting,” Ilya says, not for the first time.
Shane shakes his head, takes the coffee mug and sips. Ilya’s torso is a perfect place to settle and Shane pulls the blankets over them, hopeful of luring Ilya back to sleep for a couple hours even with the coffee.
Ilya’s muscles are big and squishy, he gives in all the places that Shane’s body doesn’t. He worries sometimes there’s something in that, a metaphor maybe for the way Ilya bends where Shane snaps. Even in the way Ilya has let him take over every part of this wedding and coming out as a couple.
Am I being too much? Shane wonders it to himself looking at the detailed boards, but Ilya doesn’t look bothered as his blue eyes lazily trace over Shane’s plan and all the phases.
“So we tell the Hollander parents first.”
“Yes,” Shane says. “I figure they’ll be the easiest.”
Ilya doesn’t say are they? but some of it shows in his pause, in the long silence.
“Well, at least they won’t be mad.” Well, his dad won’t be. No telling what his mother will think about his union to a former Boston Bear. If she even remembers…
“She will love me as a son in law,” Ilya says, half teasing. Shane thinks she would have, in another life. For now, he lets the joke sit.
“After that we focus on collecting former players who are willing to speak. We tell everyone who can possible sympathize with our cause.”
"Hmm, I see," Ilya drawls. "You find an army to fight social media for you."
Not just social media. Shane looks at the board, the names of dozens of former and current colleagues. They'll fight the MHL if they have to.
"Langstrom would be great to have too," Shane says.
"You think he will? He believes in this?" Ilya asks.
"Langstrom is a politician. It's not about what he believes."
Ilya makes a distasteful expression and it makes Shane smile faintly. Someone who feels and believes with his whole heart cannot possibly relate to Langstrom's cold-bloodedness. 
"It's about what looks good for him and the organization. I make him look good by being progressive already," Shane says. "One more drop in the bucket shouldn't change too much."
Ilya's expression shutters a little, but he shrugs easily, doesn't point out all the ways it could go wrong. (Shane is well aware.)
"So, we tell everyone important and then go public."
“Yeah. That’s what Scott Hunter did wrong. He did it all backwards."
Ilya blinks, huffs a laugh. “What? You do not approve of Scott Hunter method of kissing boyfriend with one hand while holding cup with other hand?”
Shane winces.
“You and I won’t be doing that even if McGill does win the cup,” Shane says. The thought of coming out that publicly is horrifying.
Ilya laughs, warm and easy against Shane’s spine.
“Maybe ‘wrong’ is too strong a word, but it wasn’t… Hunter didn’t give anyone the heads up beforehand to organize their support. He was so spontaneous that everyone was surprised, on both sides. That made the counter response to the homophobes weaker than it could have been.”
Shane and Ilya can have a veritable tidal wave if they do this right, rallied and organized. Loud enough to silence the confused and angry dissenters. It will be a bit of a bloodbath against their naysayers if Shane manages it well; but Ilya and Shane will be on top.
“Hunter’s point was very, um, sudden, I think,” Ilya says, teasing the word out.
“Spontaneous,” Shane supplies. “Yeah, maybe for romance that’s great; not for coming out.”
“You did not mind my proposal,” Ilya says. “Very spontaneous.”
Shane rubs his forehead. “We need to come up with a better story than you asking me with my hand in the blender.”
“But it is such a good hand.” Ilya picks Shane’s left hand and kisses it. “And blender is very you. Everyone knows you like a shake.”
Shane snorts.
“What if we tell former players and they don’t support? What if they want to go tweet everyone on social media, Shane Hollander is gay and obsessed with Ilya Rozanov?”
“Who’s obsessed with who, exactly?” Shane asks, but Ilya’s question is a good one.
Ilya is pragmatic at his core, not so wrapped up in their engagement joy so as not to know people. His understanding of homophobia is why Shane has always related to him in a way he never did with someone bright and blindly optimistic like Kip.
“Then that’s why we get the ones we can rely on first— Hayden, probably Cliff Marleau. JJ for sure. Some of the guys on my old line in Ottawa. Then we tell people who know they’re going to be socially ostracized by outing us. They won’t want to risk that, especially from active coaches with pull in the game still. They know who vote in hall of fame players.” Hayden, Marleau and JJ all have microphones and international cameras shoved in their faces every few weeks for coaching pro. They’re Shane’s walking threats against that type of coming out. He knows Hayden will go to war for him anyways, and if Marleau is on Ilya’s side… Well, it could be a very bad career move for those spewing hate.
Not to mention with Shane ingrained in the MLH he can fix any backlash for getting personal and political over hockey that might come for speaking out in his favor.
“I have a few strings of my own to pull,” Shane murmurs. He’s on first name basis with just about every sports reporting organization. “If they’re smart, they’ll know they won’t like what might happen if they try and leak it.”
Ilya looks wide-eyed at Shane. “Holy fuck. Is this what you do at work?”
“What?” Shane asks, perplexed.
“Fucking…” he waves his hand, looking for the word. “Blackmail.”
“It’s not blackmail, it’s strategy,” Shane says a touch annoyed, but Ilya’s warm hand on his neck is a balm against his irritation.
“No. Definitely not the word I was looking for, but it is hot,” Ilya says, easily.
“Everything is hot to you today.”
“How can it not be? I’m marrying you. So fucking hot.”
Shane fidgets, feeling hot against his will, and a drop of coffee makes an escape from his coffee mug, drips over the rim. Ilya brushes his thumb to catch it before it falls onto Shane’s couch. Ilya’s finger dips into his mouth to taste. 
Shane does not want to stare, he’s really not aroused after two rounds yesterday, honest. But there is something about the way Ilya’s mole works when he’s sucking, that punctuation mark flashing on his face as he works his mouth over his own fingers… it’s hard to look away from.
Ilya pulls the thumb out. “Drink your coffee,” he says, as if his other hand is not rucking up Shane’s shirt, winding around his waist. Hot hands, Ilya has always had hot hands. Shane grips his mug tightly, tracking Ilya’s wet fingers as they dip under his shirt, fumbling in the cloth for a moment before his thumb lands, wet and fiddly on Shane’s nipple.
Shane bites back a sound and looks down at his coffee which blurs in his sight a little.
Ilya isn’t rubbing hard, isn’t particularly insistent. It’s the impotent idleness of the gesture that really makes Shane’s face feel hot.
Proprietary, maybe, is the word. Like Shane is his to touch. And if he’s Ilya’s, that means that Ilya is…
Shane suddenly can’t wait for the wedding plan, specific as the ceremony is. Shane will bear every terrible awkward conversation. Just for the pleasure of touching Ilya where other people can see. Of making him feel in any way as owned and cared for as he makes Shane feel.
“Will you come with me to tell my parents tomorrow?” Shane asks, feeling breathless in his rush.
“…You mean today?” Ilya asks. Shane nods, chagrined. “So fast.”
Shane doesn’t want to wait. Not even for another weekend to do this.
Ilya sighs, exasperated and warm.
“My crazy competitive husband. You run out of opponents so can only race yourself," Ilya muses. Shane shifts his torso, rubbing into Ilya's hand. Ilya kisses his face, "we make a deal that I get to fuck the winner, okay?"
It’s so silly, makes Shane laugh and he feels Ilya’s hand drop to his stomach to feel the kick of amusement gusting air. Shane fidgets at his hand on his little belly, but it doesn’t feel as bad as it might.
“You know, I never thought I’d get married,” Shane admits.
Ilya makes a curious sound, keeps holding Shane’s stomach, and the physical vulnerability makes the words easier.
“I didn’t want to come out so… How could I get married?”
Shane’s loose, squirming ideas of marriage as a teenager always included a pretty, girlish bride his parents might like. Someone who’d make life easier to bear by being next to him in pictures, the way that Jessica made his life easier in college by virtue of being around and saying they were together. His teammates were never so nice to him as they were while he and Jessica were together. It made Shane legible to them, somehow, one of them. Not the hockey machine.
Knowing he was gay… no, not even that, because plenty of gay people got married… knowing that Shane never wanted to come out about it, Shane forgot the idea of marriage all together. The desire for privacy more valuable than the bride-laden concept of matrimony he’d tangoed with awkwardly his whole life. His parents suggested marriage obliquely, in asking if he wanted to talk to the family about getting his grandfather’s ring when he died, but Shane shook his head, elided the topic. They respected him not to push it, even if he thought it made them unfairly sad on his behalf. Shane didn't want their sadness.
Shane never felt bereft nor salty for his choice. Plenty of people, plenty of gay men especially, never tied the knot and it didn’t make any of their relationships any less meaningful.
The only time he’d felt badly about it was when he thought about Svetlana Rozanov, the stupid tweet from TMZ announcing her and Ilya’s marriage, and thought inanely, I should have been his bride. It should have been me.
That thought was so strange, so unspeakably weird (Shane has never wanted to be a girl, really), that Shane has never voiced it to anyone.
But having Ilya stand across from him yesterday, say Marry me. I will marry this hand. Let me embarrass you every tax season—
Well, Shane has had to change his gameplan. Adjust his image of the future. Renegotiate this very particular, tradition-laden wedding concept.
“You save for me, then?” Ilya says, his voice a low grumble. He’s such a greedy bastard, he sounds pleased and a little hearthurt all at once.
“Will show you how good it is,” Ilya murmurs again, kissing Shane’s face. Shane supposes Ilya would know…
That’s why it’s especially important that he does this right— coming out and the wedding, he means. To give Ilya this; a second chance at a beautiful married life.
Shane fidgets at the thought, the squirmy insufficiency that curls in his stomach.
“When is wedding? I did not ask. And I should know, yes? Important that I show up.”
“June. After the end of the season for you.”
Ilya laughs. “You plan for us to make play offs.”
“You will,” Shane says.
“I will,” Ilya says. “I already tell them my boyfriend will leave me if we don’t win. Now that it will be husband they will have to do their best.”
Shane splutters a laugh even as he remembers oddly that Ilya is so much further along than Shane is on letting people into their private happiness. He feels behind, like starting the race a lap late; it’s a feeling he hates.
Tomorrow— no, today, he starts catching up, and in six months, he’ll have everything in the world and even more than he wanted— a whole marriage.
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  Despite Shane's efforts to lull him, Ilya does not fall back asleep. 
They get dressed together once the sun properly rises. Shane tries not to overthink what he is wearing— if he starts thinking about his clothes as the shirt I wore telling my parents, or the underwear I chose to come out to my coworkers he’s going to have to throw out his entire closet.
“Is Yuna doing better?” Ilya asks. He’s facing away, pulling on a worn black shirt.
Shane remembers briskly and coldly that he’d been keeping Ilya away from his parents for almost a month. He feels a slither of guilt. He told himself it was just paranoia about the loose lips of the desk clerks, of nurses… even though he had vetted Hawkesbury House thoroughly before sending his parents there, even though there were NDAs sitting signed on Shane’s laptop promising the highest level of privacy for the parents of Canada’s former hockey star.
Maybe he admits now that some part of it had to do with controlling his hopes. Of his fear that things were too real when Shane’s precious people were all in the room together. It made Shane think about Ilya and his parents being the kind of family he constantly reminded himself they could never be—
So, yeah, Shane probably isn’t as evolved as he thought from that moment when Ilya made a badly timed tunamelt. I never want you to run away again, Ilya said in the hotel bed, honest and simple. Yet given the first glimpse of things going out of Shane’s control, that’s just what he did…
Shane will have to do better. Because that fear of nearness? Those were the worries of a Shane from yesterday. The Shane of today can have that closeness. That and more.
The guilt is thick in his chest, but Ilya catches his chin, angles Shane’s jaw to look at him. His hand is warm and his expression light. There’s no accusation in his eyes, only worry— Worry for Yuna. He really likes Shane’s parents, genuinely.
Shane lets his pulse settle a little, rides out the bad feeling until his blood settles.
“She’s had some rough days, but she’s still there most of the time.”
Ilya nods, smiles faintly.
Shane grabs his wrist, keeping his hand on his face. “They’ll be happy to see you again— happier to hear we’re marrying. My dad asked after you a lot.”
“I missed them too,” is all Ilya says. And Shane loves him a little more for letting him have control. For letting Shane control his parents though he has no right to.
Ilya is quiet for a moment, then he strokes Shane’s bristly face.
“Come.”
 
 
Ilya drums his wedding ring against the steering wheel as they enter Hawkesbury. Shane doesn’t know if he’s aware of the habit, of his little tick, if the blunt sound of metal even registers to Ilya after all these years. Shane notices it, makes his eyes glance away anyways.
It’s strange how his awareness of Ilya’s first wedding ring comes and goes. He almost never notices the ring when Ilya’s hands are on him. The heat and strength of his grip is so overwhelming— coupled with the feeling of being held and felt, often hefted up— that the protrusion of warm metal is secondary. But now, in this quiet moment when Ilya struggles with his nerves and pulls on his ring from Svetlana… Shane notices.
He wonders if Ilya will drum Shane’s wedding ring like this. If Ilya will keep wearing both.
Shane is not sure how he feels about the idea. Reminds himself to reread the section covering rings and mementos in his book on dating later in life.
Two days after Shane started “seeing” Ilya, when they agreed to fly and visit on weekends, Shane went to the bookstore and got lost in the self-help section.
Shane knows self-help books are a little passe, that therapy is much more the thing to do. Hayden has been preaching about it since it saved his marriage to Jackie fifteen years ago and has never let anyone forget about it. Hell, even Ilya attends his own bimonthly tele-therapy meeting religiously.
Shane has never been interested in spilling his innermost thoughts for a stranger even if they have a degree. Sports psychologists unnerved Shane enough, his posture was always so upright that he almost always left the meeting with a migraine. Even away from the pressure of someone deciding whether Shane got to play hockey (absurd), a private therapist isn’t any easier.
Shane understands that it’s a safe space to let loose his twisty inside feelings, but he’d feel obliged to because he would be paying for it and what if he’s unable to make himself be that honest and vulnerable? What if he’s so godforsaken controlling that he can’t even let a therapist help him?
The whole clusterfuck idea gives Shane so much anxiety that he thinks he’s probably saving himself trouble and a Xanax prescription by never trying therapy.
And maybe it also has to do with a faint memory of being seven and his mother taking him to a psychologist. He doesn’t remember the content of the meeting nor what the doctor said. Just that he’d been playing with a Gameboy in the waiting room when his mom stormed in from the doctor’s office and grabbed him by the hand, saying,
“Thank you very much” to the doctor, with so much vitriol that Shane was surprised she didn’t spit at the man’s feet like some of the older hockey players did.
In the car, she gripped the steering wheel tight, smiled at him in a way that kind of hurt to look at, said, “Some people are idiots, you know?”
Which, Shane learned through repetition, was her way of saying people were fucking racist.
Back then it made him feel twisty, wrong in that way he often felt at that age. He wondered what terrible thing he said to make the doctor tell his mom something that upset her so much.
But it was often like that, social situations, talking, making eye contact. Difficult, just that beat off. Shane has trained himself over the years through pressure and a willful ambition to hit the notes better. It’s easier when he’s at work, when there is a structure to adhere too. Easier to relax and navigate when there are guidelines to follow, a common goal to chase. 
He has no desire to relive whatever happened in that doctor's room, thanks, and has never dabbled in therapy despite Hayden’s vociferous attempt to proselytize him. But Shane still has issues, still has feelings that are bigger than his own ability to handle.
Which is why he loves the self-improvement section. What is Shane Hollander but a man seeing to improve himself?
He’s indulged skeptically in pseudo psychology but generally found the drier, more research backed sociology texts helpful in detangling his feelings and emotions. And if there are a batch of blank pages at the end to write down his worst thoughts privately, something he can cathartically burn in his backyard firepit at the cottage once or twice a year, then mores the better. No one need know.
That day after seeing Ilya off on a plane, Shane trawled through the self-help dating section.
He pored over the different tomes, looking for ones that covered the relevant topics in his life. Dating with adult children, dating long distance, and most of all, dating a widow.
The last one is the one Shane mulls over the most.
He knows Ilya has baggage about Svetlana. Sudden, terrible death by aneurysm is a rough thing for anyone to cope with. A long time ago, Ilya said, when Shane worked up the courage to offer his sympathies that first day they re-met. Four years is not a long time ago, not in the grand scheme of things, not in a marriage that stretched sixteen long and successful years.
Ilya has done his work in therapy, tells Shane to be more rude about his dead wife, of all things. Shane isn’t quite there yet.
Unfair or not, Shane has his fair share of baggage about her too. Svetlana. Her name doesn’t draw up an image of that intelligent, beautiful woman she was in his mind, instead it summons a cocktail of hurt and betrayal that has lurked in his heart since the day Shane went into his team group chat and found out from a meme that Ilya had married someone behind his back.
That day, Svetlana stopped being a person to him, Ilya’s beloved friend, and became the locus of Shane’s pain.
It’s not fair, he knows. It’s not Svetlana he blames, it’s Ilya.
“She told me to tell you,” Ilya said, after they had round two of “yes-I-will-marry-you-freak sex,” because it seemed he needed to return Shane’s favor of asking about Alzheimer’s contingencies for them by bringing up his dead wife in their loving bed.
“She was always so much smarter than I was,” Ilya said, grinning without humor. Shane felt the wave of grief rise up, all the time they had lost because Ilya didn’t tell him, didn’t let Shane take control of the situation and say No, Ilya. No. Don’t marry her. Shane could have fixed all of this, could have strategized, could have bargained, could have salvaged every missing day of the ensuing twenty years—
But Ilya was in his arms, in his bed, not with her. Never with her again, and so Shane swallowed the feeling, said “Most people are,” and relished the genuine laughter he elicited from Ilya without trying.
Ilya is generous like that. Laughing without Shane trying to make him, giving those chuckles so freely.
Twenty years are gone, but Shane wants to make him laugh every day they do have. Watch the way a smile takes over his face, curling his lips, warming his eyes, softening his mouth.
He wants to prevent the pain he glimpsed that day in his Ilya’s house when Shane asked if it was lonely that Nikolaj would not speak Russian to him.
And Ilya had minced a smile, looked so beaten down and said softly, “my wife is dead, is a lot that is lonely” And Shane had hurt like the loss was impossibly his own. He did not know before then that it was possible to feel another person’s pain so completely. And then Ilya had said, “It’s not so bad with you,” and Shane felt some part of him, that part that was desperate to make the other person’s life better, spring to life with aching need.
He wanted to do that. Wanted to be that relief. Not even out of jealousy, but to blot Ilya’s pain with the force of his affection, if it was even possible. Like an eclipse; warm and total.
So Shane bought books about dating a widower. The first thing it said was, Don’t compare yourself to their dead spouse.
So much easier said than done when Svetlana Rozanov was a beautiful woman who gave Ilya a beautiful child and beautiful home (even if the ceilings were a little low). And Shane gives him…
Laughter, he tried to remind himself. Incredible sex.
He knows he’s underselling himself, but it’s so hard to think about it concretely aside from how much he wants Ilya and feels wanted back. Perhaps that is all that matters, and not that they give tit for tat.
He hopes that’s the case, anyways.
So Shane does not mention Ilya’s wedding ring from his first marriage, another piece of advice from the book, encouraging the reader to give the widow time to take it off themselves.
Most of the marriage accoutrements have little appeal to Shane, but seeing Ilya wear his ring…
Shane wants his ring on Ilya more than he wants Svetlana’s ring off him, and he hopes that’s something like character growth. He may have to read the next chapter to be sure though.
Shane tries to let go either way, because this morning, Ilya held his head, hovered a breath away and pulled gently, so gently at Shane’s face. His wrinkles. It made Shane want to make a face, but such was hard to do with Ilya cradling his jaw so carefully with one hand, razor carefully held in the other. He was tender, meticulous, and slow. It was hard to breathe, almost, this nearness, the warmth of Ilya’s hands, and Shane felt himself getting the start of hardness from getting shaved. He’s sure Ilya didn’t notice, he was so absorbed with Shane’s skin, let him rinse off and pet every smooth edge with a grin that spoke of catharsis.
“My perfect man,” he said, and Shane almost felt it too.
 
How could Shane ever justify his aching jealousy with all that?
 
 
 
Shane texted his parents before they arrived so they knew Ilya would be coming, but the surprised, cheerful smile his dad gives Ilya makes Shane feel guilt all over again.
“So glad you’re back around here!”
“Me too,” Ilya says simply. He always seems bewildered by the careful way Dad hugs him, almost a slow motion version of the way he clasps Shane, but Shane doesn’t know why his dad does it either.
Mom comes around the corner, her smile falling into a scowl at the sight of Ilya, before Shane takes Ilya’s hand and her expression eases. He can see her figuring things out behind her eyes. Even if it doesn’t make sense immediately, she still likes to act as if she knows everything going on. Shane thanks god for his dad’s obsessive love of her, because if it was anyone else, Shane’s mom would have probably steamrolled them into thinking they were the one with Alzheimer’s.
“Hi, Mom,” he says, hugging her. Her arms, more fragile and less wiry strength, come around his shoulders. She smells a little strong, hair a touch greasy. Shane knows she’s been struggling with showering. No matter how often his dad tells her she needs to bathe, she snaps, tells him she’s just taken one, even if it’s been a couple days.
Shane doesn’t mind the smell of her, not after professional sports and the sweaty hugs they exchanged after running marathons together.
Still, when she awkwardly positions herself to hug Ilya, Shane feels a pang of embarrassed anxiety on her behalf. The old her wouldn’t want this. It’s hard enough that there is a mental degradation, but the physical hits it home even harder.
Ilya doesn’t react to her smell, takes her mostly-shoulder hug with a warm pat to her back and a smile.
“Yuna. Your favorite person is here!”
“I know you’re talking about Shane,” she says, scowling just enough that it’s playful.
“Funny, that’s my favorite person too.”
That earns a real smile from her. Shane lets Dad take his mom’s arm, guiding her back to the living room. He hears Dad whispering, “I think they’re back together.”
“Were they broken up?” Mom asks, not quietly at all.
“We weren’t,” Shane protests, not willing to pretend he can’t hear them, because they weren’t, but he can admit that they might have been heading that direction just a little…
Maybe Shane was in damage control, trying to pull as much of himself in as he could bare, bracing for the break he thought was coming. Ilya would have to be the one to do it this time though, because Shane had done the hard part last time and it almost destroyed him. Ilya didn’t break them though. Ilya took the moment of crisis and was honest, truly honest. And for all it fucking sucked, it also transformed the break into a startling, bright new way forward.
Thank god for impulsive Russians proposing when Shane was wrist deep in a blender.
Ilya gives him an uncomfortable look, as if asking were we breaking up? Your parents think so. Yeah, Shane isn’t answering that right now.
“We have good news,” Shane says as he sits on the couch. Ilya sits beside him, his plastic name card poking into Shane’s shoulder, but Shane doesn’t draw away. He thinks their contact helps his mom stay more oriented. And maybe it helps Shane stay steady too. Two birds, one hug.
“You made commissioner?” his dad asks.
“No,” Shane says.
“Not yet,” Ilya corrects.
His mother glances between them, a furrow to her brow that suggests she isn’t following this at all. Shane has mostly stopped trying to tell her about his work, so he tries to move past it quickly.
“I don’t get it,” she mutters. She looks irritated.
“Mom, we’re getting married,” he says.
She looks at him, blinks. His dad’s face brightens like a sunrise.
“Would you look at that! They’re getting married,” he says to Mom.
“I knew that,” she lies, casually, and Ilya splutters.
“No, you didn’t,” Shane says flatly. “You couldn’t; we just told you.”
Mom recalibrates, so fast, so quick. Too cunning for her own good. She convinced at least one doctor that she was completely fine before she couldn’t find her keys and snapped at him for hiding them from her.
Shane sometimes thinks this would be easier if she wasn’t always so totally herself, but the thought feels unkind. He swallows it.
“Well, it’s totally obvious, isn’t it?” she blusters. “Though you could have done it with someone who isn’t an affront to the face of hockey.”
Ilya’s grin spreads bigger at her every word. Typical for a man who kept a running tally of the number of his burned effigies when he came into town. (The final tally is almost more impressive than his assists.)
“He’s a legendary player,” Dad says, mostly for Ilya’s benefit.
“He’s a goddamn Bear!” Which Shane knew was coming. “Think of what the fans will say.”
“He doesn’t play hockey anymore and neither do I.”
Mom frowns at Shane, that same look of how? What? Why ever not? Bordering on the edges of who are you and why have you so poorly replaced my son? It’s ironic. She turns her doubtful look on Ilya and gestures with condemnation— not at him, but his shirt, which sure enough is one of Ilya’s worn, Boston Bear tees.
Shane glares daggers at Ilya.
Ilya glances down and holds his hands up, blustering and chagrinned. “Sorry, I didn’t… Is very comfortable shirt— it is a very comfortable shirt,” he corrects. Clearly wanting to sound better for Shane’s parents, and it makes the ire melt away annoyingly quick. He doesn’t need to put anything on for them.
Ilya sheepishly zips up his coaching jacket, hiding the Bears worn logo in favor for the McGill Marlet.
“Are you… is this going to be a private ceremony?” Dad asks, the most tactful way of saying my son is a closet case Shane has ever seen.
“No,” Shane says, swallowing. “No, we’re coming out first.”
Ilya squeezes his hand.
“I am already out at work so will not be as much shock.”
“And they have been… receptive?” Shane’s dad asks delicately. Not been homophobic assholes is the subtext, but Shane’s dad loves circumnavigating a hard topic if he can.
“No. Academia is not MLH. Is a lot more protections. My college wants to show me off even, LGBTQ staff member. They wanted me to do some interview in a newsletter.” He says the last word with blatant disgust and Shane has to laugh. “Should get Shane on there, show those pretty teeth, Mr. Sponsorship.”
“That’s good. I’m glad for you, Ilya,” Dad says.
“MLH will get there soon, when Shane is in charge.”
Shane nods, not trusting himself with speaking about the commissionership. He feels certain there will be a way to do it, if he can get enough support… it just feels like the game for commissioner changed drastically. Like halfway through a nail-biting hockey game Shane suddenly has to break in new skates. He’s still figuring out how to go about winning, circling the idea like a stubborn player on the ice.
Still, he’s not about to back down in front of Ilya and his parents. “It will for sure.”
“They will put you on all the newsletters for that,” Ilya grins. “Gay commissioner. Married commissioner.” Ilya looks so pleased like he always does when he mentions Shane marrying him. His hands squeeze against Shane’s sides as if he can’t keep his energy to just himself.
“Have you even thought about what you’re going to tell your coaches?” his mom asks, and she’s lagging in the conversation, ignoring all the pieces she doesn’t understand. She sits forward. Shane can picture her just reaching for her phone to draft something. His heart aches a little, that sticky feeling of love and pity. “And what about the sponsors?”
Shane swallows. Dad winces, starts to talk, but Shane shakes his head. He doesn’t want to have this conversation again tonight. He already told her he doesn’t play hockey once. He doesn’t like to see her disappointment, her accusations, more than he has to in one night.
“We’re telling you first. You’re the first people to know.”
Mom smiles at that. “Obviously. And we support you completely. But do you have plans for everyone else?”
Ilya coughs. “Shane’s plans have plans.”
Shane nudges his leg into Ilya’s, rolling his eyes at his dramatic grunt. Ilya holds up two fingers.
“Two whiteboards,” Ilya faux-whispers, “Big ones.” Dad laughs.
“How is your son doing?” his dad asks. “Have you told him the good news, yet?”
Ilya shakes his head. “No, he has a game today. Don’t want to distract so I— we tell him after he wins, tomorrow.”
Shane tries not to wonder overmuch about what Niko might think of Shane marrying his dad. Is there resentment? That awkward, knee-jerk homophobia that Shane has been privy to the aftermath of? He has no doubt of Niko’s love for his father, but Ilya seeing a man privately versus marrying a man publicly has to be a big change. They get along fine over text, but it's still such a big shift.
He can only hope that Niko never accuses Shane of trying to replace Svetlana because he deals with enough of those thoughts on his own, thanks.
“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled,” Dad says. “You know that speech he gave was really something.”
“Yes, he is never going to win best chirp award like me at this rate,” Ilya sighs, “But maybe the Scott Hunter prize. Not so valuable, but still good.”
“Says the man with none,” Shane chirps.
“Says the man with eight. It's too many. They just throw them at you every time you say 'sorry' for beating someone.”
Shane remembers his parents are watching and forces himself to look away, rubs at his warm cheeks. It's that private bubble that swells when they start making each other laugh. He'll have to be careful in public; it's all too easy to get wrapped up in Ilya.
Ilya clears his throat. “We will bring Nikolaj by sometime to meet you before the wedding,” Ilya says, as if that doesn’t mean everything. Shane’s dad goes all wet-eyed.
“Oh, that’ll be something. He’s a real firecracker, huh?”
Shane feels a thready sort of excitement in his chest. Nervous about Niko and his mother being in the same room because of all the personality, but… His parents have no grandchildren. Really, never will. Shane never prioritized kids as much as he did his career and his own life. Selfish, he knows, but his parents had never pressed him for it and Shane enjoys being selfish. He likes being the center of his own life. He might have had kids with the right person, but on his own… well, Shane doesn’t think he’d have the self-sacrifice necessary with all that he wanted and still wants to accomplish professionally.
Having Niko visit is…
Shane feels foolish for his meandering thoughts.
Because Niko won’t be their grandchild, of course. The way Shane is in no way Niko’s parent (thank goodness, because Shane wouldn’t know where to start). Niko is an adult and Shane is just the man marrying his father. Simple as that. Even still, the idea of his parents meeting Ilya’s son makes his heart twist a little.
Just a happy feeling of letting his parents be around some young and gutsy hockey player again, probably. His mom will be thrilled, even if he does play for Buffalo.
“Who’s Nikolaj?” his mother whispers to his dad. “Is he the nurse?”
Shane feels his hands clench, can’t even handle looking at Ilya. Ilya looks calm, more unbothered than Shane does.
“You’ll meet him later,” Ilya patiently reiterates. “We’ll bring him by when his schedule is free. I think you will like him. He has, uh, chutzpah is the word. Like you, Yuna.”
She humphs, sizing Ilya up. Her eyes drift to Shane. "I didn't know you wanted marriage." So terribly blunt. 
"I didn't." Shane shifts in his seat. "Things change."
 
 
Shane helps his father bring the drink glasses back to the kitchen, not at all feeling bad for leaving Ilya to with his mom who has returned to glaring. Just desserts for wearing that damn shirt. Shane rinses and scrubs the glasses methodically, handing each one to his father who briskly dries them.
“I’d say this happened a little fast, but I guess I can’t say that,” Dad says quietly.
Shane can imagine it from his point of view—one week Shane won’t even talk about Ilya, and the next they’re getting married. It’s been over a year since they got back in contact. More than that though…
“It’s been a long time in the making,” he says. Understatement of the decade(s).
“As long as you aren’t rushing into anything,” his dad says, and he has a way of making an observation that isn’t judgmental in the least, unlike his mother whose every word holds a hint of really?? in her voice.
Shane swallows. Tries not to get his back up. His dad looks at him, sees it all.
“I just mean you don’t have to rush on account of your mother.”
Shane chokes. Because he hadn’t even thought of that. Yes, her time as the woman he remembers is limited. The window to have his mom at the wedding with even an inkling of understanding of what it means for Shane is vanishingly small because of how swift and merciless the disease is.
“Shane, breathe.”
“I wasn’t rushing before, but now I kind of feel like I should!” Shane says, feeling hysterical.
“Oh, darn. I’m sorry for saying it. You don’t have to worry about her though, a long engagement is a good thing too.”
“It’s fine, we’re doing it the way I want anyway,” Shane says, but he already feels the pressure on his back mounting. Is it possible to move everything up?
No, he’s already created the shortest path he could handle to Ilya. The one with the maximum chance for them to come out in a bright, clean right way. He can’t rush it any more—
He takes a deep breath, tries to settle his anxiety. His dad hovers, and it’s never as helpful as he thinks it is.
“We’re fine,” Shane reassures his dad and himself. “It’ll be nice to get married before fifty anyways.”
 
 
They leave with three containers of Tupperware, despite all their efforts. Ilya balances the pile while leaning in for a hug with Shane’s mom so strong that he lifts her up a little.
Shane hugs Mom too, feeling her stale scent wash over him. He grips her back, always a little torn these days between pulling her closer and pushing her away. He can’t explain the impulse and reminds himself that he needs to look into books for children of parents with Alzheimer’s— he’s read all the nonfiction literature on the subject, the medical action of the disease and struggles his mom and dad might face, but not for himself. He’s probably put it off for too long, if the ache in his chest means anything.
In the car, Shane rubs softly at his eyes. He hates how choked up he feels seeing her. Wishes it was just pleasant and not this mess of feelings. He wants to see her, wants to feel happy to see her, not this thick miasma of good and bad. Despite girding himself, he's always let down by her lack of interest in his current affairs, hurt by her lingering hockey expectations even when he's done it all, won every prize for her.
“Sorry… she isn’t showering much,” Shane says, the words a little hoarse.
“You should have smelled my dad. I think he spent a whole summer claiming he was allergic to water.” Ilya says it lightly, and Shane feels that bubble of anxiety popping. Right, he doesn’t have to explain. Ilya knows. Ilya hugged his mom and meant it.
He takes Ilya’s hand, just to hold it.
“You took care of him, right? In the summer?”
“Yes.”
Shane tries to think about all the fights about showering and driving and taking pills he and his dad have had with Mom. Ilya was so young then, doing that at Nikolaj’s age. But Shane remembers how much more mature Ilya felt than Shane when they first met and reflects that maybe Ilya had not been young for a long time.
He makes up for it now. It’s like Ilya could not be a child when he was young, so he is an adult with so much giddiness and glee. Silliness is a default to him, sweet and easy.
“I’m always surprised she doesn’t get angry or yell,” Ilya says quietly.
“She does,” Shane says. “Usually at my dad. Not at me yet. When she can’t find her phone, she gets… she gets upset. Yells at him for playing games.”
“Oh.”
“It’s just what this does to people.”
Ilya is quiet. Shane wants to ask more about his dad, if he changed that much after getting the disease or if he was always a miserable asshole. Realizes he doesn’t have the bandwidth even if he wishes he did. Shane swallows, offers a weak smile.
“Went well, overall, right?”
“Yeah,” Ilya murmurs. “Two down.” Ilya looks back to the road. He’s shifty in Shane’s hand, uneasy. 
“What?” Shane asks.
“Tomorrow, I think maybe I should tell Nikolaj alone.”
Shane freezes, an initial pang of hurt and anxiety pressing against his ribcage before he pauses, tries to think back to what the books said. Don’t overstep, don’t try to parent, listen to your partner, was the general advice. This is boundaries. Boundaries are good, right? Shane already reminded himself he's not a parent to Niko, just... Just a guy. Or something.
“It’s not because I don’t want you there,” Ilya says, a plain pleading in his voice. “I think he will be happy to hear. Tells me I am moving like slow old man about you, just—”
“It’s fine,” Shane says, and it sounds flat to his own ears. He tries again, “I know things are complicated because of his mom.”
Ilya squeezes his hand back, bald appreciation on his face. “He really likes you.”
Shane raises an amused brow at this deflection.
“Not as much as I do,” Ilya qualifies.
“I should hope not.”
“Is impossible, you know?” and Shane feels a little lift at how Ilya does not correct his words with Shane— trusts Shane to get him.
 
They drive back. Shane is never in the mood for sex after seeing his parents. Ilya does not push him, and maybe he isn’t in the mood either. For how fairly he weathers the highs and pitfalls of Shane’s mom’s condition, the parallels and pain still have to play on his mind. How could it not?
Shane tries to imagine taking care of a parent who did not love you. The obligation of it all feels smothering, so foreign to Shane’s idea of family relations. But Ilya has a whole brother and niece out in the world he never speaks too. Ilya cut them off like a lizard might lose a tail, and ran back to America.
For good reason, of course. Russia released a statement condemning Ilya’s coming out post a month ago. It was brisk, vaguely phrased disappointment. Ilya got a letter in the mail. Shane saw him glance over the Cyrillic letters and fold it between the pages of his defunct red Russian passport and shove it in a drawer.
Shane is glad that Ilya does not go on his social media. He doesn’t need to see the speculation, the interviews of family members and old friends smearing him for being “odd” and versions of “promiscuously degenerative” in translated subtitles in a way that felt so dismissive of the bright, wonderful person Ilya is.
Spitefully, Shane logged into Ilya’s social media and posted twice about him that day, showing Ilya happy at the park and another picture of him grinning over breakfast. He felt fierce showing Ilya’s joy, even if Shane could only hold the camera, unable to take part in the frame. Shane felt glad to show that Ilya was living so much better over here with Shane than he ever would over there.
The online engagement to his coming out post was not all negative, and Shane would have kept Ilya abreast of the metrics if Ilya had any interest. He only turned his head away when Shane broached the topic. Shane still ached to show him the positive reaction to one emoji of affirmation and self-acceptance.
The shock, the glee, (and yes, the innumerable omg that’s who Niko was talking about!!!, including all memes adjacent to Nikolaj’s gaff.)
In another life Ilya would have laughed, trolled them back. In this life, he gets dressed the following morning and moans about eating Shane’s healthy omelet, none the wiser of how he’s trending on most major social media sites.
That’ll be Shane trending soon, he thinks with a dizzy thump. And he’ll be coping with the one-two punch, being gay and being with his former “rival” Ilya. He’s almost sure they might break the internet, even if they haven’t been relevant players in almost twelve years.
Ilya is the only person who has ever made Shane wish he was no one. Could be an unnoticed man in Montreal, in New York, just walking down the street. He could be out because no one would care… but then Shane thinks that maybe he knows himself better than that. Even if he was no one, he would probably still struggle with the vulnerability; he’s just not built to be publicly perceived so nakedly wanting. He holds onto each secret of himself with both hands… but he does think learning to let go of this lifetime habit would be easier if there weren’t several hundred thousand followers watching his coming out, he’ll give himself that.
“Stop thinking,” Ilya murmurs, his arm groping for Shane’s wrist, rubbing up and down his forearm.
“Sorry,” Shane says, habitually polite, and sees a sleepy smile quirk over Ilya’s face. So fond of Shane, and on the cusp of sleep plainly unable to hide it.
Ilya leaves his left hand there, and Shane focuses on it, the warmth, the weight, the soft pressure, cataloguing all of it, imagining it beringed by Shane, until he falls asleep.
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  Scott Hunter once called Shane a shark. Sorry, a fucking shark with more teeth than brains. He never was great at chirping, Hunter. Much preferred spitting or the odd rough play to carve out space on ice. Hell, Hunter’s best and only memorable chirp was a shot in the dark, an oblique comparison to Ilya that Shane is now positive he was only groping at (and badly, too).
Still, Scott said what he said about sharks and teeth and brains, spat at Shane’s feet, and wiped the blood oozing from his nose— the blood was easier to remove than the persistent shame at a 5-0 closeout in Montreal’s favour.
Shane, who, at the time, watched animal videos as a way of unwinding before bed, frowned at the comparison and found it Hunter's worst chirp yet. Not only was it kinda stupid (saying sharks had a lot of teeth was like calling water wet or Shane a great center) but the implication that Shane was bloodthirsty was insane. He was driven, not a cutthroat. Hardly cruel compared to some players who brought every chip on their shoulders into the rink like it was free therapy.
Still, that night as Shane clicked through a few shark videos, checking his texts now and then to see if Rozanov had a reply to his chirp (Boston lost 3-4 against Toronto), he could admit that he hoped he moved like a shark.
Quick and effortless in the water, turning on a dime, sensing movement and following it instinctually, smooth and unnoticed until the moment came…
He preferred that comparison than Hunter’s accusations of cutthroat behaviour, or worse, comparisons with dead eyes. Shane heard that a lot from other players about him, sometimes even teammates. What was he supposed to do with that? How did one make eyes lively?
Rozanov never said that, lips curled, said you have ‘fuck me’ eyes. Want it so bad, don’t you?
But Rozanov had always been such an illogical force in Shane’s tidy, predictable world and he didn’t really count.
 
 
At 7:30AM, Shane exits the stairway to his floor at the MLH office at a brisk pace. He greets both receptionists by name, making small talk about their weekend while he passes, flashing his badge.
DEPUTY COMMISSIONER SHANE HOLLANDER it reads. A little passport into the inner workings of Canada’s greatest sport that, for someone godforsaken reason that Shane hopes to change, is currently headquartered in New York, America.
Shane is early; he’s always early and always leaves late, just the same as hockey. Coaches, worried for his burnout, used to tell him that he didn’t always need to set such a good example. Shane stared blankly at them, not sure what they meant, because he was just doing his work for exactly as long as he wanted to. (And maybe that gap of communication and experience, among many, is why people said he had dead eyes.)
After an hour of answering emails, Shane finds himself sitting upright in his office chair, desperately wishing he could take meetings on his treadmill instead, and certain he must have dead eyes now. It's not his fault when he's stuck watching Leo Connors incessantly torpedoing himself.
Leo is all smiles, chuckling and rubbing the back of his neck. His "dress" clothes of black jeans and a button-up are creased. He was five minutes late to his reprimand and there’s a familiar staleness to his face that suggests he’s bouncing back from an irresistible night out in New York, a look Shane has seen on many of his teammates. He wasn’t impressed back then and he’s hardly impressed now.
“Walk me through it; how are you going to make amends for reckless endangerment?” Shane asks.
“She wasn’t in danger, exactly,” Leo says. “I called an Uber for her.”
“People are saying you abandoned a professional pole dancer on the shoulder of a freeway,” Shane says bluntly. "The Uber is not so material here." Leo’s smile falters.
Shane sighs inwardly, watching him scrabble. Leo is in his sophomore year, which means he is much less afraid of being sent down to the ALH than he should be. Shane means to fix that.
Still, Shane has manners so he listens to Leo’s ensuing babbling, and considers how his mother would have poked Leo until he was sitting up, she’d have typed up a comprehensive list of things to improve on that would have taught even Leo a thing or two about himself, and listed charities Leo would donate to. Leo Connors needs a less famous and thus less overtaxed manager badly, but that isn’t Shane’s business.
Even Niko Rozanov, fresh off saying a slur on national TV, had not mangled the ensuing meeting as badly as Leo is. Of course, Shane does not remember as much the meat of the meeting, it felt like all he could do to focus when his eyes were drawn to Ilya-- was his hair longer? It spiraled lower, kissing against his collar in a coiling curtain. His eyes were bluer than Shane remembered and his presence more enveloping for all he looked embarrassed. Not a familiar expression, but appealing somehow. Vulnerable like moss. Maybe that embarrassment, that totally beat down affect Shane saw in the hallway, is what let him suggest coffee. Ilya had hurt Shane long ago, and Shane never forgot for all he tried… but now Ilya was hurting. And it made space for the tender shoots of curiosity and concern to bud in his chest again. Curiosity is always what got him with Ilya. A searching look on the ice or in the showers that never stayed contained once indulged. He always needed more.
Feeling like something of a priest, Shane takes the sheet of paper that had Leo’s fine printed on it and carefully writes out a few more tasks for him to do, including donating to a charity for pole dancers against domestic violence. Who knows, could be character building.
He slides the sheet across. Leo’s face is pale, unsmiling as he looks at the fees levied against him for making the MLH look sleazy by association.
“Thanks for taking the time to meet with me,” Shane says, offering a hand which a much more solemn Leo shakes.
The rest of Shane’s player reprimands go similarly. If Shane never hears the words “I swear, I didn’t know what was in the vape pen,” again, he can die a happier man.
He meets Commissioner Langstrom afterwards to discuss the reprimands and Shane’s opinions.
Langstrom’s office is the same cluttered, poorly lit space that strangled its square footage. Shane hopes his face doesn’t show a I’m going to change all of this one day when it’s mine look, but Ilya tells him constantly that he bleeds a fierce, competitive energy when he sees something he wants. Sex or hockey, usually, Ilya said, mulled it over, sometimes a nice lighting fixture. Besides, maybe that is why Langstrom respects him in the first place. An ambitious man only respects another ambitious man, or so his mother said. When Shane first started working here, he called her every night, overwhelmed by the baffling office politics and the withholding cruelty of each and every printer (was he an idiot or could it be possible all of them were malfunctioning at once?). Settling into office work on the second lowest rung after captaining a champion team was a steep learning curve. All the more frustrating because this was all supposed to be hockey still but definitely wasn’t. His social cachet as a star wouldn’t be enough to get him there on his own.
Thankfully, Langstrom, who was just treasurer then, took Shane under his wing, pulling him back from attacking so much in meetings (a hard lesson for any former center to learn), and teaching him the rules of play in the office space. Like, how to communicate and achieve his point of view without ever having to suggest he even had one.
It wasn't chance that Langstrom picked him. Associating with Shane makes him look good. Shane knows he appeals to both the rightwing old guard who respect Shane’s longstanding captaincy and four Stanley cup wins, and to leftists who want to see a progressive leaning (fiscally minded) man of colour do something different with the organization.
At 47, Shane barely registers the commodification— it’s been happening his entire life, from sponsorships to the MLH. His body has always been the material from which he spun gold from. His own capability maneuvering him forward into greater and greater opportunities. Maybe that does make him a bit of a shark, but Shane would rather be moving up, up, up any day than dead in the water and irrelevant.
Langstrom gets that. Langstrom sees that in Shane and understands it. That, more than anything, is why Shane thinks he has moved in front of people like Kung and Halstead for the deputy position.
Shane tells Langstrom about all their shitty players and he winces in all the right places.
“I think we should pull Connors’ CCM advertisement spot,” Shane says, shaking his head. Connors looked boyish. Like he hit a puck into a car window, not stranded a human being at a high traffic area. “There’s no charges, but we need to nip this behavior in the bud, before he really ends up in legal trouble next time.”
Langstorm leans back. He doesn’t agree, or disagree, instead says,
“This is why I trust you as a deputy. You have a very good sense for people, Shane.”
Shane looks at his mentor, the ultimate politician. 
He thinks about how after Shane won in renaming the Scott Hunter trophy, his coworkers argued hammer and chisel that pride tape needed to be banned outside pride nights for the nth time. He thinks about how hard and quietly he fought to repeal that call, a distraught feeling swelling in his stomach, and how Langstrom raised an eyebrow, said you didn’t think there’d be no backlash, did you? There's always a step backwards, Shane.
The pride tape ban was turned over a few months later when a player beat the wrong man at a club and the age-old cries of homophobic hockey were rallying.
He imagines coming out, about Langstrom tsking as he moves Shane’s desk into a sunless spot, no blinds, you didn’t think about the backlash…
“Fine, fine,” Langstrom says. “You don’t need to give me a staring contest.”
Shane blinks. He hadn’t noticed he was boring into him. He feels his cheeks heating and Langstrom laughs. God, he’s riding a tidal wave of rampant (unproven!) paranoia all while in front of his boss. What a great look.
“You could persuade a nun to enjoy a good sports bet, Shane, you don’t have to be so intense."
"I wouldn’t—” Shane catches himself, the social situation registering. He pivots. “I’d tell her to bet on Montreal, eh?”
Langstrom laughs. “With their season? I wouldn’t take that bet. Why don’t you give me a list of alternate players for the CCM spot and I’ll make my choice on whether to pull Connors.”
“The player’s association won’t give us an easy time.”
“Let me deal with it. You can have your turn persuading them later. Don't borrow worry, Shane.”
Langstrom smiles, and it’s easy, like all of Shane’s best coaches and he feels a grin cracking. Like Langstrom is almost inviting him to the desk…
And maybe he is cruel to assume so much about a man who has never said one thing or the other about anything.
Shane passes by Jamison, the office manager, desk stubbornly decked out in rainbow everything, pens and buttons and not one flag, but two taped to his monitor. Shane cannot relate to the loudness, thinks of his nightmare of being given a rainbow championship ring— he tries not to reflect on not relating. It's all very unhelpful.
Shane enters his office and finally gets on his treadmill, settling into a steady, even pace. His buzzing mind settles at the physical movement, clarifies into purpose. He eats up miles as he answers emails, suggests players to replace Connors, and updates player reprimand files. He refreshes his email regularly, waiting for Halstead to finally drop the updated budget proposal.
His phone buzzes, and the text pops up on his laptop messaging app— Shane glances away from his Excel and chokes on his coffee.
Niko Rozanov: My condolences. 
Niko Rozanov: I meant * congratulations
Niko Rozanov: sry typo 
Shane can only stare baffled, wonders not for the first time who the hell is raising these gutsy, mannerless kids— but he certainly knows the answers for this one.
Niko Rozanov: guess you know what ur getting into tho.
Me: Hope so. I’ll do my best.
Shane sends it and immediately feels lame. It worsens when Niko laugh-with-tears reacts to his message. He’s never known what that means. Is it good? Bad? Funny? All of the above? Shane waits to see if Niko will send anything else, but he doesn’t. Is there something else Shane should be saying?
Shane doesn’t quite know how he and Niko fit together yet. They had real tension their first two meetings (one for a formal slur reprimand, the next meeting Shane as Ilya’s boyfriend). Niko’s awkward guilt informed much of their texts and meetings preparing for the award ceremony presentation. Then, Shane helped with his cautious, circuitous question about the Metro’s locker room (and Shane was glad for the first time in his life that he was traded to Ottawa to answer that no, it was not normal to have so much policing within a team culture). Shane enjoyed being useful, providing answers and food for thought when Niko was figuring things out. Shane thought he understood why people became teachers or parents, just because he could see the connections happening, the stubborn growth starting from a seed just cracking open.
Niko would probably despise being described in such a precious way, but he was precious. Precious to Ilya and thus, through Ilya’s eyes, incalculably precious to Shane.
Fortunately for Niko, he seems to be settling in well with the Buffalo Blades. Unfortunately for Shane, Niko does not need anything for Shane, and there is a lacking structure to their relationship. Shane finds himself floundering.
He wonders if he should send him a gift. Something simple to open the way again, only his last gift of a hockey puck did not go over as well as it usually did when he met with high school players. What else he might like is a mystery to Shane.
He just… doesn’t remember what being that age was like. He didn’t have a normal 17/18. All he remembers, among the blur of joining his first team and first wash of his long-lasting celebrity wave, was the crippling yet elating hyperfixation on one Ilya Rozanov and all the things Shane didn’t let that mean about himself.
And since Niko has hardly confessed to being either repressed queer nor harboring psychosexual fixations on his hockey rivals, Shane finds himself at a bit of a loss in terms of comprehension for this phase of life outside of his hockey career, which Shane has hashed and rehashed to death.
It’s not like Shane ever said a slur in any one of his years as a hockey player.
Or, not true. He said the f-slur once, fourteen and daring, an age where he parroted anything just to blend in. The boy he played against was home schooled and didn’t know what it meant. Shane felt so afraid of explaining and twisted in the stomach that he never tried again.
Niko would hardly be interested in that, though.
Shane’s book Dating Late in Life advised that Shane let Niko guide the extent of their relationship initially, which Shane has tried to do, but his texts have tapered off with Niko knee deep in his season.
As someone marrying Niko’s only and beloved parent, shouldn’t Shane at least try more?
Shane starts to type. Do you feel okay about it— Backspace. I’m sure you must be surprised— Backspace. Are you mad?
Which, where is that coming from?
Shane frowns. Goes to text Ilya.
Me: How did it go with Niko?
I ♡: Good he was only a little annoying.
Before Shane can ask, he adds.
I ♡: Says I am slower than scott hunter in locking you down.
Me: He did not say shit about Scott Hunter.
I ♡: No am pretty sure he did. His eyes said it.
Shane laughs, fingers teasing out a few chirps. He backspaces, mind flipping through different options like plays. Ilya is patient through all his typing.
Me: Careful. That’s his best friend you’re talking about.
Shane picks up his phone, takes a moment to go to Nikolaj’s social media. He swipes through the timeline to find a picture of backstage at the MLH awards. Niko, dark curls tousled, grinning, arm slung around an austere-looking Scott Hunter. Shane hits send, interrupting Ilya’s texted string of expletives.
I ♡: Fuck off.
I ♡: You are such a lying ass hole. 
Me: img.39u5
I ♡: What the hell is this picture? 
I ♡: Tell me is not on his social media.
Me: He wants everyone to know, I guess. Best friends forever.
Shane grins, watching Ilya’s dots dance, sure he has a whole block paragraph of chirping to drop.
A knock at his open office door startles Shane so badly he almost loses his pace and falls off his treadmill.
“Woah, steady there.” Shane’s coworker, Kimmi, stands in the doorway.
Shane smacks the off button, feeling his face flush; he’s stupidly glad Ilya isn’t here to laugh Shane out more. He can still remember the sound of Ilya gasping, bent over at the bench laughing when Shane tripped not once, but twice in the same two second play in his cartoonish scrabble after the puck their second season.
“I’ve never seen you fall off before,” Kimmi says, amused. “You’re that bothered by the budget proposal for next season, huh?”
“The budget dropped?” Shane gets right back on his motionless treadmill, clicking to his inbox. Sure enough, there are a whopping two unopened emails. He clicks the one with the massive excel file attached.
“Yeah, like ten minutes ago. I thought you’d already have twenty counter points drafted,” Kimmi says. “The Teams has been going off like crazy. Move like this, he's begging for me to rake him over the coals."
“I didn’t see, I was texting someone,” he mutters, skimming the top. His stomach sinks as he sees the way Halstead is trying to limit the budget for psychological resources. Shane may not use them in his personal life, but he knows they are valuable, especially post-concussion or on-ice injury.
“You were smiling. Something much better than this mess, I bet,” Kimmi drawls. The prodding is easy, casual, and Shane wishes it didn’t send his back crawling up. He looks at her like a deer in the headlights.
He thinks about how Ilya told him he came out to his team, midway through a conversation, easily, just sharing about his life like someone might talk about a trip to the store. Shane for the life of him cannot imagine, because this moment feels like those tools doctor’s use to pull skin back, to expose the gore and the flesh to the outside air and Shane feels grossly seen.
“Family stuff,” he says, sympathy crawls over Kimmi’s faces because she knows about his mom from last season when he’d taken significant time off following Mom’s first (but certainly not her last) vanishing act from the family home sans phone.
Strikes Shane as crazy that he’d rather discuss his mother’s degenerative condition than the good news of his marriage. Really? This is the world he lives in? But he can’t think about that for too long, he has the budget to consider.
That's when he gets the first email of many and learns that Halstead is taking a half day today to schmooze the ESPN people over lunch and a team building exercise (mini golf) and has dropped the controversial budget proposal right before leaving. Best of all, his out-of-office email lists Shane as the next person to reach out to if something is urgent.
"What a fucking asshole," Shane says through grit teeth, as outraged emails come piling into Shane's inbox. How dare he attach Shane in anyway to this unpopular bullshit. 
"Clever, but a real lazy cock," Kimmi agrees.
Shane isn’t on his treadmill anymore, but even with his feet dreadfully still, he feels his mind cutting through the water, flicking through possibilities until he finds one that makes him smile.
He quickly drafts a template and a form to autopopulate. He'll be fucked if he is sat here for the rest of the day answering for mistakes that are not his own.
"You have a scary look in your eyes, you know that?" Kimmi blinks at her smart watch that flashes with Shane's cc'd email. "What is this?"
"I'm streamlining," Shane says, one of his favorite work words that means nothing. "Complaints can be submitted to this excel for Halstead to look over."
Kimmi drags the email down, reads aloud, "Thank you for your assistance collating your valuable concerns for our treasurer, John Halstead, to respond to at his earliest convenience. With your help we can get all our players the support they need. Overdoing it with that last part, don't you think?"
Shane is only half looking at her, typing a Teams message to his assistant, Merrium, to work with Halstead’s secretary to clear his morning tomorrow. He’s going to need it.
Kimmi clucks. “Halstead is going to be pissed that this isn’t getting answered today.”
“Maybe.” Langstrom won’t though, Shane just knows it. Game respects game. “The volume is too high for it to be done today either way, and I would hate to provide answers that don’t reflect Halstead’s vision.”
Kimmi eyes Shane with that quiet irritation that she didn’t think of the idea first to sabotage their rival, but it breaks into a warm smile. 
"Get his ass."
Kimmi Kung is closer to 60, a career woman with the MLH, working her way up from the mail room with a single-minded dedication to hockey second only to Yuna Hollander. During her time with the MLH, she multitasked earning three professional degrees in sports management, analytics, and business.
She, more than good old boy Halstead, is who Shane considers his competition for the commissionership; made more difficult by the fact that Kimmi is leftist minded like Shane. The only reason either of them will lose is if they split the governing body’s left-leaning vote, leaving bumbling but dumbly likable Halstead to clean up.
If Shane is honest in his heart of hearts, even though he is exciting as a commissioner prospect (four-time Stanley cup winner heads MLH organization is a heading that writes itself), Kimmi, with her three degrees and time with the organization, would be a logical choice before Shane— if she wasn’t a woman.
Or... fuck.
Shane bites his cheek, guilt making him look away. He’s had the thought before, quick and glancing, careless and unclocked by him. Today it registers, sits hard in his stomach like bile.
The fuck is he thinking? Just because the organization is woefully masculine does not rule her out. Fierce, sudden anxiety takes him. Is that how people are going to think about him, immediately dismissive? As if the whole thing is out of his control, could never be. A casualty of fate.
Too bad Hollander’s a gay man or he’d be a shoo in…
Fuck.
He swallows hard, looks down at his laptop. How fickle people are, how quickly tides turn for the mere allusion of something off. Doesn’t have to be wrong even, just off. Different.
Shane won’t give any hint of something afoot. He’s going to come out in a clean, respectable way. Nothing shady, nothing scandalous, but even so… how much can he really trust others to see him right? To see his undeniable worth? To not count him out?
It's mine to lose, Shane thinks, remembering an echo from that dream.
He glances down to his phone, blinking with a block of text from a nondescript 'I♡'
Shane turns his screen over— he needs to streamline.
 
Shane’s reward for coming out to his parents is a date with the florist. He reached out to Rose for recommendations for companies that respected privacy. She sent several ‘???’ and he answered with a don’t ask that she respected because she has always been the coolest person Shane has known. 
He plans to tell Rose soon, but he'd rather do it in person and not when she's knee deep in a complicated shoot in Malta of all places. 
Shane arrives at a back entrance and a private room with a bottle of still and sparkling already waiting for him.
Patrice is an elegant Quebecois woman in a sleek pantsuit. She runs a floral empire that stretches between America and Canada, taking only the elitest of clients.
Shane’s mind reaches for little details Patrice mentioned on their long call initiating the contract. She’d been WFH that day, mentioned a dog, apologized for the barking.
He asks after Patrice’s pet and is rewarded by her smile flipping from business to a warm pleasure.
Knowing people, remembering details has been key for Shane working upwards through an office, but Shane loves most how it makes each person feel seen. He likes doing that. Wants in a simple way to be someone who makes others feel good.  
I have your arrangements. You asked for something cheerful, but no gold, yellow, black, red or blue, right? she says in Quebecois French.
Right, Shane echoes. It sounds silly to have a massive amount of forbidden colors instead of preferred colors when she says it aloud, but Shane really could not handle anyone’s critique (let alone his mom’s accusations) about former team favoritism.
He asked for Ilya’s input on the flowers, thinking it could not impact Shane’s need to make a larger, coherent picture of themselves on their wedding day.
(He was wrong, for the record.)
Ilya turned on the bed, grinned and said, “Lilies.”
Shane groaned. “You can’t make our wedding flowers a joke.”
“Is not a joke. Will tell all guests who ask that my husband calls me by a girl’s name for years. It is a sex thing, maybe.”
Shane threw a pillow at his face, grinning when Ilya tried to wrestle him down— succeeded pinning him with his weight. Shane countered by leveraging his knee into Ilya’s crotch, rubbing just a bit. Ilya spluttered a long moan.
“Jane, Jane, please. Just like that!”
Shane ultimately put the kibosh when he mentioned it was a funeral flower in North America and Ilya waved the idea off, occupying himself with frottage and Shane’s leg and letting Shane have full reign.
Well, letting Shane hire a competent someone to have full reign. He likes hiring professionals to help him figure these things out.
Patrice leads with a few white arrangements, tasteful camellias. They are nice, but also a little… bland for Ilya. They might work for Shane, because he likes white walls, likes how tall and clean they look. But Ilya’s too bright, bursting for that. Art, chaotic and mismatched, covers his home in Montreal. Bright orange pieces and black paint splatters, borderless shapes.
Do you have anything more colorful? he asks (only after complimenting her designs thoroughly).
Patrice offers a few purple arrangements, are dreadfully feminine. He feels his face flush unhappily at the idea of the pictures. Gay marriage with lilac bouquets, which is probably reductive of him, jockish, but some instincts are hard to break. He doesn’t want something soft like this. It’s not them. Not who they are. Still, with the restrictions he gave her, she could hardly do better. What else is there? Brown?
He tries to take the bouquet, just to hold for a moment while he thinks, but she whips it away, out of reach.
Wait here, Patrice says. Give me ten minutes. Ten minutes.
I’m just looking at it— Shane tries to say, but she is out the door with the flowers, her heels clicking away at a speed almost concerning for a florist. Maybe she got an important text?
Shane fidgets, pulls out his phone to answer a couple of work emails.
Langstrom replied to a chain email of the excel Shane sent a few days ago, results of his submission form. A few questions and follow ups had been added, finally Langstrom wrote: Shane, appreciate you streamlining this process for treasury. 
Oh yes, game respects game.
Shane thumbs-up’d the email and cleans his inbox again to zero, which is always a nice feeling.
He looks up when he hears Patrice’s footsteps approaching and she holds a large bouquet of green— vibrant, loving green.
Shane’s mouth pops open. Struck dumb and feeling it— he didn’t know flowers came in that color. The arrangement feels wet and alive, like the cottage in summer. Large bulbous clusters and drooping long flowers. Rich and verdant as spring, as this thing with Ilya. New and comforting all at once.
A grin steals across Patrice’s face. Yes, yes, that is the reaction we are going for, not the squinting look before.
Shane shuts his mouth, frowning, He’s not that transparent, is he?
Still, he takes the bouquet in his hand.
It’s more of a concept, I just wanted to show you a few things we can do. Looser with the bells of Ireland, or we can do something more traditional with the lisianthus—
What are these ones? Shane asks, poking at the large, furling plant, tinged purple in places but wonderfully green in the rest.
Queen’s Lime blush Zinnias. Patrice takes a couple of the bulbous side flowers. We can pair with the green hydrangeas—yes, that’s a nice shape right?
Shane doesn’t really know anything shapewise, but he does feel good looking at it. Feels great imagining seeing Ilya in striking black among all this beautiful green, playful and not too lacy. The green hydrangeas burst in whorling poms and it makes Shane think inanely of Ilya’s tangled curls.
This feels right for them, for the clean masculine way he feels with Ilya; so different than the hollow performativity of masculinity at bars, fisticuffs on ice. Just hands on Shane, steadying and strong, making him stronger.
Just like that, the wedding comes just that little bit more into focus.
Shane clears his throat, it burns with a kind of happy feeling. Makes it hard to talk.
You can get it done in Ottawa?
Yes, we have shops all over in Canada, she reassures him, as if he had not already asked twice on the phone.
Yes, something like this then, if you think it’s a good idea.
I think it will be perfect. Very unique for your partner.
She turns to the door before the word ‘partner’ can register. Shane’s startled mouth opens to deny it or to say something to cover himself before he realizes that she works in the same kind of high-level, professional world he does. That partner is the safe way to speak, to not assume, and it doesn’t mean anything.
Briefly he wishes he was stupid but brave like Scott Hunter, wants to call after her, to say it’s my husband. He’s going to look so incredible against green zinnias and hydrangeas. But he can’t quite find his voice by the time she leaves the room. So he stays quiet, tries not to notice how easy and practiced the silence is.
He leaves the shop, heart in his throat, and thinks longingly that the weekend cannot come soon enough.
 
Since Shane cannot make the weekend come any sooner, he does the next best thing and calls Ilya on the phone that night. Shane forgoes the tripod in favor for curling up on his good side, pulling the phone close to his face. His bad shoulder still twinges, but Shane ignores it in favor of looking at Ilya closely. Too closely, Ilya constantly tells him, but it doesn’t feel like such a thing exists.
Ilya looks good over the phone. Has a knack for catching the odd angles that Shane doesn’t usually see because they are the same height. But Ilya likes to take Shane with him on the phone when he cooks or when he goes outside and so Shane looks up at his neck, the secret places of his jaw and ear as he talks about his day and wraps up his business, eyes flicking down to look at Shane now and then. Shane's mind is so busy during the day. At night with Ilya, it slows into something quiet like a murmur of waves. It's easy to fall quiet, to enjoy the stretch between words and glances as he inches towards sleep.
When Ilya settles on his own bed, propped on the pillows. Shane toys with the strings of his sweatpants.
“You’re going to sleep soon, you could take off your shirt?” Shane suggests.
Ilya grins at him. They don’t have time to have sex, because Shane spent so long at the florist and then even longer catching up on work emails at home. He has to go to sleep soon, but… he just wants to see Ilya bare. Like a romantic couple does. Nakedness without intention. Casual intimacy. Ilya gives it to him so easily, without a twitch of his expression, letting Shane pull the screen ever closer to his face.
“You too.” Ilya idly massages his heavier chest, still so muscular, but something extra too. He is so fucking confident it makes Shane crazy sometimes. Emboldens him, certainly. Shane hurries to obey even as his eyes take in Ilya’s calm, huge presence on the screen.
Ilya is solid— always has been. It was one of the things that struck Shane first when he saw him on the ice, cutting harsh and quick lines around players, and again in the shower after the CCM shoot. His body was strong, capable, and sturdy. Shane was huge back then too, but Ilya owned his size, made it Shane’s and everyone’s problem.
Some thirty years down the line, that solidity has softened with weight into an addictive steadiness. A total bear, his chest is hairy, nipples peaked and licked with hair that trails down his chest and his stomach. He’s been true to himself, undenying of pleasure, a hedonism so foreign yet appealing to Shane. Ilya leans into his love for carbs, and it shows in the breadth of his chest. Fat, powerful biceps, strong shoulders. His tummy has a little sag, but Shane likes the way it presses against his crown when he blows Ilya. Feels intimate, feels warm. Like every part of Ilya’s body is reaching out for him. Generous and enveloping him, so nice to hold and be held by.
“You see better with your glasses,” Ilya murmurs, and Shane grins, shakes his head. No way he’s missing anything with how close the screen is, but he reaches to his nightstand puts them on for Ilya anyways. His body is a shrunken thing, no real definition like it used to have but he’s always got his face going for him it seems.
Ilya looks at him, eyes scanning the screen, and Shane is sure he doesn’t notice that silly grin on his face, how it makes his expression glow. The deep laugh lines by his eyes crinkle.
“Mmm, eyes look even better like this. Like picture frame.”
So overblown. “You’re calling my eyes art?”
“No. Your eyes more like… Like rocks by the ocean, the little ones. Wet and smooth and so pretty you have to bring home and keep.”
Shane feels his cheeks warming up, expression unfolding for Ilya.
“Hayden used to say they were brown because I was so full of shit.”
Ilya bursts out laughing, and his whole big body moves mirthful with it.
Shane wants to touch Ilya’s smiling face, to roll over to the other side of Shane’s bed and bump into Ilya sitting up against his headboard, feel with his hand the chuckles still moving through his body.
Ilya’s smile slips softer, a little lower.
“Do you still wish I move to New York?” Ilya asks, and Shane almost shivers— how the hell could Ilya know what Shane was thinking about? He can’t, but it’s still spooky. Makes Shane realize warmly that maybe Ilya is feeling the same longing for nearness gazing at a sleepy Shane through the screen.
Yes, they both constantly want; the constant wanting is mutual, isn’t it? A wondrous little idea that Shane enjoys like a covetous magpie.
Still, Shane hasn’t forgotten the last time he asked Ilya to move in, the embarrassment of Ilya pointing out that he had a life in Montreal, something he built over years. Not simple to leave, and not meaningless either.
Even if Niko has left, Ilya still has a house, a job, a meaning in Montreal.
It makes Shane more careful in his answer.
“Do you feel ready about leaving? Are things at a good place with your team?”
Ilya’s lip purses. “They’re playing well now. Threats work, you know.”
“Your coaching works.” Shane waits, sees Ilya’s cheek work for a moment, his mole wavering as he sets his phone on the tripod by his bed. It gives Shane a better view of his torso, the nice cozy swell of his stomach, the bulge of his arms as they cross on top.
He reminds his dick that they don’t have time to get off. Really. Even if he follows the hair to the bottom of his sweatpants and the limp but visible bulge just poking against the fabric. If Shane was there he’d put it into his mouth, just to feel every bit of it hardening up slowly—
“I don’t want to be married and live in a different place,” Ilya says.
Shane blinks, looks back to Ilya’s eyes. Hopes that by being this close to the screen Ilya can’t parse where exactly he was looking.
“We still have a lot of time for that. There’s no rush.” Six months at least.
Ilya makes a face.
“I could get a different coach in,” Ilya says. “Substitute.” He looks like he’s chewed each word before saying it. Shane is bewildered.
“Ilya, you can finish the season. You should finish the season. Don’t you… You love your team.”
Ilya wilts a little.
Shane gentles his tone. “I know you want to leave right."
Shane knows a few things about leaving wrong. Remembers his final game he didn’t know was his last. Midseason push with the ache of a shoulder with too many surgeries and the final bang against the boards that made it unrecoverable. He doesn’t want that for Ilya, who’s already done it once with his trick leg.
They really had to be rolled off the ice, both of them. Stubborn to the last. The idea of Ilya walking out, leaving a team because he was ready to move on, is just so appealing. Shane vicariously wants that for him.
“You aren’t ready to leave yet,” Shane says. He knows this is true. Ilya’s expression collapses. “You haven’t done everything you need to with your team.”
“No.”
“So, stay. It’s okay, Ilya.… What is it?”
Ilya is quiet. So much goes on in his head. He accuses Shane of overthinking, but Ilya’s is a deep, considered mind, turning things over slowly and thoroughly, deep currents running swift under flat water.
“I am tired of being alone in my house.”
Shane blinks. Oh.
Ilya adds, “Is not the same without my Nika. Feels very big. Very empty.”
Shane’s heart pick up. Of course he’s thought about Ilya alone in the house, but hearing it, hearing the ache in his voice. Is a lot that is lonely, it sounds like. Only this shades a different blue than grief. Shane’s heart picks up.
Ilya takes anti-depressants. Ilya sees a therapist. Without saying it, Ilya has told Shane that he is depressed— and Shane thinks he sees the edges of it clearly for the first time. A difficulty in his expressions, a frailty to his smiles, like he isn’t sure they will last. A reminder that this is another change to the brain of the man Shane loves, like parenthood and loss.
Shane can’t help the soft sound he makes.
“You are a glass heart,” Ilya murmurs, he sounds quietly appreciative. “Always take on other’s feelings. Is so clear to see.”
Just for Ilya, really. Some of that must show because Ilya makes a sound.
“I guess I could try to billet rookie,” Ilya says, now that he’s been talked down from leaving his team. “But if I billet then we can also not…” he makes an unhappy gesture encapsulating them and their weekend affairs.
And that is too bad, because Shane thinks Ilya does so well with the kids on his team, could really provide a great space for a young player… but is it selfish of Shane not to want to give up any of his time with Ilya? Maybe not. Shane has rarely been above selfishness, is an only child in myriad ways.
Still, what can be done? Shane wracks his mind. He’s not an empathizer, really. He’s a good listener, but inwardly all he can think to offer is solutions.
"Maybe you could get a pet?"
Right after Shane says it, he hears how pathetic it sounds. Like a hamster would really perk up Ilya’s mood—
Only Ilya’s eyes pop open, big and wide.
“I could get a dog,” he says, wondering.
“Yes,” Shane says, unsure. “You could.”
“I love dogs.”
“I know that.”
“Just— Svetlana developed allergies, and Niko has some too. The hair. But now… You don’t have allergies?”
Shane quickly shakes his head. “No.”
Ilya looks down, and then up. Squints at Shane.
“Can we get a dog?”
Shane feels his heart thudding in his chest. Yes, it is we. Because in six months, they are joining their lives, will be together in every sense. It will be their dog. And all of Shane’s budding reservations about the mess and the unfairness of their schedule for a pet go out the window. He wants this with Ilya. He wants their dog.
“Yes, of course mon coeur.”
The word slips out, and Ilya wrinkles his nose curiously, but Shane blusters on before he has to translate.
“Do you want to look at the shelter websites now?”
Ilya does in fact. He quickly shares his screen and navigates to one. Babbling promises all the while about keeping clean and doing the walking and so much more. Shane would put up with piles of dog mess if it meant Ilya kept giving him these joyous, wondering looks.
Ilya starts paging through pictures with a boyish grin. He looks all of seventeen again, the boy Shane fell in love with against brickwork and smoke.
 
 
After getting off the call, Shane goes to the back of Dating Late in Life where there is a section of blank pages. He considers the blanks space for a moment, then writes a list.
What he gives Ilya vs what Svetlana gave Ilya.
Svetlana’s list is long, goes down to the bottom of the page, includes the mean things that Shane can never say to anyone else, like someone to take in public without any fuss. A parent to your child. A perfect suburban life—
Shane write his own list equitably, not giving himself too much credit. One day it will eclipse Svetlana’s, but for the moment…
Laughter
Good sex 
A wedding 
and written below it, he adds
A Dog.
It’s not everything, but it’s somewhere to start as he works upward, always upward.
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  Shane’s alarm goes off entirely too early. He winces, reaching to hit the button on his phone.
Ilya kept him up until 3AM with discussions of their puppy, Anya’s, progress. She can sit, come when called, and roll on her back, paws paddling the air. Shane should know; he’s seen seven separate videos.
Shane likes Anya well enough. She has Ilya’s energy, Ilya’s playful impishness, and Ilya’s enjoyment of licking Shane’s face— he can’t quite help recoiling and it makes Ilya laugh. More than laugh, Anya makes Ilya smile, coo, and downright glow. He brags about all her accomplishments, critiques his neighbors for how they “raise” their dogs, and Shane has a dry view of how insufferably competitive Ilya must have been with other parents about Niko.
Shane would like Anya more if she didn’t tackle him whenever Shane visits, dragging her hair all over his work clothes (Shane has bought a twelve pack of lint removers and it’s still not enough). Anya has also developed Ilya’s expensive tastes and enjoys chewing Shane’s smart watch bands of all things. God forbid she gets a taste for Rolex.
On the rare moments when Anya is calm and lying on her bed, Shane creeps closer, crouches to pet her, mindful of his shirt cuff and her quick tongue, and Anya curls so sweetly for him.
Shane never had a dog growing up with his parents. They had a cat, a temperamental, hissing creature so independent that Shane never knew whether she cared if he was around or not. When she died Shane was seven, and he cried anyways, for days, unable to quite explain why when she’d never really been affectionate. They’d learned to be around each other, he supposed.
It’s very different than this pseudo parenthood that Ilya has dragged him into with this wily, hairy creature.
Ilya makes Shane speak to Anya before bed so she remembers his voice in the gaps between seeing her. It’s patently silly, and Shane has to remind Ilya every time he sees her on the bed not to let her sleep there, because he has to have some barriers and sex with all that dog hair is seriously off-putting.
Ilya says, “Yes Sweetheart,” so seriously, with adoring lies in his eyes. Shane tells him in French that he is lucky he is so attractive with that liar’s mouth, and refuses to translate, despite Ilya’s wheedling. Ilya still speaks Russian sometimes, and not translating for each other, not forcing something that fits in one language to make sense in another, is an unspoken consideration. And maybe Shane does enjoy stymying Ilya sometimes, just a little.
Shane knows he has a lot to teach Anya when he’s there next as the strict parent. Remembers Ilya saying something along those lines about Niko, about Svetlana being the firm one… Shane glances away from the thought, a dog is a dog, not a person afterall. He rolls out of bed.
Already thinking about how wonderful going to bed tonight will feel, Shane slips on some shorts and an exercise shirt. He stumbles to the kitchen for a pre-workout drink. The mix tastes a little sour in his mouth after all these years. Still, Shane is practiced at forcing it down. He drinks half and goes to his newly set up home gym. While he always kept weights around at this apartment, he never invested in the same set up he had in Montreal when he was a professional athlete, far preferring his peloton or a simple run outside.
A month ago, he hired a gigger to set up the weight machines and the guy asked if he was into sculpting. Shane flushed, uncertain if that was a jab about Shane looking like he could use some.
His pride had riled, and he wanted to mention he was a retired pro hockey player, but the words were awkward and rude in his mouth so he said nothing, tipped entirely too well and stewed overlong afterwards.
Shane would not struggle with building muscle, he did it for his whole life.
Then he restarted weights and that was humbling. Shane was devastated by how weak he was. He still remembered his deadlift weight at his retirement age. Even lowering the weight by 15 kilos, it was still too heavy for the him of now.
There is not much that makes Shane feel his age— he’s not like Ilya who uses every excuse to whine about being “old.” Shane is comfortably middle aged, just cresting on his ultimate career goals with a long path left to tread, plenty of productive years left in him. Ilya, a month younger than him, sometimes acts like a stiff breeze will send him to decrepitude. To be fair, Shane has never raised a child, nor supported a cigarette/drug habit in his youth, but it always makes him quirk his head and laugh, baffled, to hear Ilya groan to bend over and call himself an old man.
Maybe it has something to do with how Shane feels like his life is just beginning—career opening for him, romance finally settling into place. All of it smacks of spring, of newness, nothing old about it.
Still, lowering the weight limit again and again until Shane was working with a weight a teenager could press is a humbling experience. Clearly too much cardio coupled with endless desk work could be dangerous for his muscles.
It’s been about a month since Shane started and he’s been fortunate to see some slight progress. More definition in his arms, bigger in the thighs for sure. His stomach is still aggravatingly the same, but Shane still has time to make it flat…
After warming up on the rower, Shane grips the pulldown bar and starts on his reps, breathes hard out his mouth as he squeezes his lats. His bad shoulder twinges now and then and he has to adjust his grip a few times before it stops giving him the warning signal and he can set in to the burn.
He knows Ilya says that he doesn’t mind how shrunken Shane has become, but Shane wants to look at their wedding pictures and see himself as someone strong again. See a bigger, more equal man across from Ilya again. Vain, definitely. Foolish, probably. But he can’t help himself but try.
Shane finishes his pre drink until his reps are over and then moves into his post workout shake. That accomplished, he goes to his closet and remembers, right.
He has to pick a shirt to wear while telling Hayden. Shane was so tired he forgot to stress out for a whole hour. Hayden’s team, the Calgary Firestorm is in town to play the Admirals. Work doesn’t let them keep in contact as much as they’d like to be, but a couple of times a season, when the Western conference comes over to play the Eastern, Shane enjoys the practiced company of one of his oldest friends.
This is not going to be a quiet hangout. This is going to be serious work. Shane has been rehearsing. He settled on something preemptory but clear, I know this is going to sound strange, but I am in love with Ilya Rozanov. He’s halfway into an old Metro’s t-shirt (an appeal to the past can’t hurt, right?) before he realizes he’s an idiot because he still has to go to work first. He changes into slacks and a button up, flying out the door before he misses his train.
 
Hayden’s goofiness only exacerbated with age and having three grandkids to tease (he’s a whole year younger than Shane, it’s baffling). His endless energy has settled into a bright steadiness that Shane appreciates. He’s the kind of person who wants to be pleased and impressed with all that he sees. Apparently, the Calgary locker room culture is one of the best in the league— from leading by example, Shane is sure. Maybe they don’t win the most, but Shane thinks it’s only a matter of time until the cards are in Hayden’s favor. A cup is a marathon, not a sprint.
Really, Shane shouldn’t feel stressed out in his New York apartment after work, sitting across from Hayden with a light calorie beer in his hand, and searching for the words to tell him that he’s marrying one Ilya Grigoryevich Rozanov.
Even so, he mentally gropes, and gropes and gropes and comes up with a lot of nothing. His practiced speech is, under reflection, absolute shit.
I know this sounds strange— What a terrible opening. Strange is going to make it sound like Shane isn’t sure. And shouldn’t he warm, up to in love? Mention Ilya as a soft topic and then pivot into the deep and consuming pit of adoration and need that has been eating at Shane like the best kind of disease since he was a teenager? Or maybe not. That feels like a lot in Shane’s head, can only be a heck of a lot more in the open, his words unprotected and stranded in the air unable to be reeled back.
Is discussing his life supposed to be this hard? Is this something medical?
He doesn’t even have to come out to Hayden because Hayden knows Shane is gay, but what is Shane going to do when he has to claim his love for Ilya and come out?
He realizes he should have read more books about coming out, he just hadn’t wanted to be seen buying a book on coming out at his local store, ironically. He could have purchased one online, but he likes to shop local after reading about the carbon footprint and his local shop has self-checkout so no one has to know what he buys and the too myriad ways he needs help in helping himself but what if someone saw him with an I’m Gay! book?
“…Something on your mind?” Hayden asks, a sympathetic glint in his eyes.
Shane startles. Is he really a glass heart like Ilya says? Please don’t let him be that transparent all the time or Shane will have to never leave the house.
“No, why?” he says on impulse.
“Well, you didn’t turn on the movie. The TV isn’t even on.”
Shane drops his hand to the remote, fumbles with turning it on. How long were they sitting in silence for? Jesus.
“Sorry.”
He stares at the TV which glows a purple and orange cadburry cream ad over their faces. Hayden has always been nice, patient about Shane’s long silences. He should turn on Rose’s recent movie, let this difficult conversation swell in the pauses of dialogue, like the actor’s talking might cover his own.
Why didn’t Shane say yes when Hayden asked if anything was on his mind? That was the perfect opening. Now Shane has to broach the topic.
He should just say it. Get it out of the way. Remember Ilya Rozanov? Yeah, the player that accidentally high sticked you and took your eye-tooth out? Him, right. He’s the one I’m marrying. 
Oh god.
“So work’s good?” Hayden asks.
“Yeah,” Shane says, instead of any of the productive if insane thoughts in his head. “How’s yours?”
“Good, good. Almost had that last game.”
Shane tries not to think of Ilya’s scoffing voice over the call as they watched the game through facetime the night before. Pike’s players are so nice and generous they even share puck with enemies!
“Yeah, you were close.” Really, winning is a war of attrition. Shane is sure the cup will be Hayden’s eventually. Not this season, of course. But maybe in a few years. Like five, maybe.
Shane rubs his hands on his pant legs. They feel hot and sticky. Jesus. If he can’t even tell his closest friend that he’s in love with Ilya Rozanov, how will he tell the world?
Remember the guy whose skate you once hooked because he said he’d sent consolation flowers to your wife after your sixth kid? And then he hooked you right back and you were scrambling on all fours on the ice, chasing after each other like Tom and Jerry until the ref binned you both? Yeah, that guy is the love of my life. Crazy right?
“Is this about Mark?”
Shane’s head snaps to Hayden who glances at him with plain concern.
Mark? “What? Is what about Mark?”
Hayden shrugs, an awkward rolling of his neck. “Nothing, just… I heard he’s getting a kid.”
“Oh. Really?”
“Yeah. It’s been all over social.” Hayden looks sympathetic, like he doesn’t believe that Shane hasn’t seen his ex’s post. Shane really hasn’t though. Between work and wedding/coming out plans and the all-consuming presence of Ilya Rozanov, Shane hasn’t had the kind of idle time to stay up on social media.
What’s the right response here? Shane doesn’t know. Another question maybe?
"Is he out now?" Shane asks.
Hayden shakes his head. “Nah, single parenting. Kid of a family member, I don’t know how it worked. Think his sister had twins and wanted to share? Maybe?”
“Right.”
Shane blinks. He thinks in another reality this information might be heavier on his mind, but he hasn’t thought about his ex Mark in… well, in over a year. Not since Ilya came back into his life.
The humiliation of their breakup lingered longer than his love for Mark. Shane suspects that he would normally feel stronger about the revelation that Mark has a child now, that his life was trundling well on the tracks after hurting Shane so much.
Mostly he is thinking about Ilya. About their dog.
And suddenly it’s not hard to find the words.
“Hayden, I’m in love.”
“Oh shit. That’s awesome, buddy. Who’s the lucky guy?”
Shane fumbles with his phone, looking for his photo album. He ignores Hayden’s words.
“We have a dog.”
“Okay, that’s cool—”
“He’s the most caring— he makes me feel cared about all the time. And he loves my parents and my job and he’s never told me to stop working or slow down— actually he tells me I need to speed up, wants me to become commissioner almost more than I do which actually just makes me feel better about working hard—”
“He met your parents, that’s huge!”
Shane finally finds the picture on his phone.
“This is our dog,” Shane says, shoving his phone into Hayden’s face.
Hayden laughs, squints bewildered at the picture.
“And he’s the man I’m going to marry, and I don’t care about what anyone else says—”
“Shane, Shane, calm down.”
Shane takes a deep breath. He didn’t realize how worked up he was getting himself.
“Marriage. That’s a huge step,” Hayden says. “Are you speedrunning a relationship? How long have you even known this guy?”
Shane’s eyes are burning, but Hayden holds his hand up apologetically.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sure he’s incredible and I’m happy for you. I really mean that I can’t wait to meet this guy who managed to lock you down.”
That’s kind of the issue. “You know him already.”
“I do?” Hayden blinks like an owl.
“I’ve known him for thirty years,” Shane says, voice hoarse. No. “Thirty-one, now.”
Hayden’s eyes freeze, go wide. “Is this like… A friend from school?”
“No. No. From hockey.”
“From hockey?” Hayden’s mouth is popping open, wider than his eyes. “Someone from—our team?”
“Fuck no.” Shane cannot even imagine. “It’s Rozanov. It’s Ilya Rozanov.”
Shane flicks the photo on his phone to a selfie Ilya sent of him, Shane and Anya on the couch. Shane’s arm is curled around Ilya whose cold feet were pressed against his shins. Anya’s head craned up trying to lick Shane’s well-shaven chin.
Ilya doesn’t post on social media, the picture only exists to be lingered on fondly by Ilya, clicked over when he is missing Shane. Even now it makes his throat feel thick and useless.
“What the fuck.”
Hayden turns to the TV screen, as if looking to find himself in a dream, but only finds the sitcom playing. He looks back at Shane whose eyes are unrelentingly boring into him.
Hayden says, “You have a dog with Ilya Rozanov?”
“Yeah. We adopted her. Her name is Anya. And we’re getting married in the spring.”
Hayden’s face looks fit for apoplexy. Veins bulging and his eyes getting wider and wider.
“Ilya Rozanov? The asshole who took two of my teeth?”
“Was it two?”
“Yes, it was two!”
“I thought— I remembered the eyetooth.”
“Yeah, well, he got a molar too! 2024 season!”
“Oh, yeah. Well, I’m sorry about that. I’m sure he’s…” Hm, sorry is not quite right is it? Shane should probably not get in the habit of apologizing for his fiancé because he may never stop. “He didn’t mean to anyway,” Shane says instead.
“Oh, he meant to,” Hayden says. And okay, now he’s just being petty.
“Didn’t you break his ribs once?”
“Only one,” Hayden grumbled. “One rib. It wasn’t enough.”
“Well, you gave as good as you got,” Shane says, trying to smooth it over. “Can you let bygones be bygones?”
“Why should I?”
“Because he loves me the way I want to be loved,” Shane says, and when he sees Hayden’s eyes, skeptical on him, digs deeper, more vulnerable. “He loves me better than I deserve.”
“That’s a fucking lie,” Hayden says, but he’s got a knee on the couch and he’s pulled himself over to Shane. His arms go around his shoulder. “But if you feel that way then I’m gonna get with the fucking program, aren’t I?”
“Yeah, you fucking are,” Shane agrees, squeezing Hayden back.
“Okay. Okay, tell me all of this. Thirty-one years?”
Shane nods, pulling back and turning off the TV.
 
He tells Hayden more or less the truth—
The more is the years of casual hookups and developing feelings, reconnecting by chance almost a year and half ago now.
The less is how they fell apart. Part of Shane is sure Hayden would have nothing but sympathy for him he married her without telling you? I’ll fucking beat his ass, he won’t have any ribs left by the time I’m done. But another part is worried about him saying But he still loved you, right? The marriage was just for show? Why did you throw away the best relationship of your life without seeing if you could make it work? He still loved you.
Shane doesn’t think either of them deserve the judgement of others. This pain, this private specific wound they gave each other belongs only to them. Shane is as protective over it as he is over Ilya’s happiness.
So he elides the how, chooses, It didn’t work. Now it does. 
“This is it for me,” Shane says at the end, when he sees Hayden’s eyes flicker between a protective and conflicted mien. “Ilya is it.”
He hadn’t known when they reconnected, when he persuaded his parents to go to that McGill game for “nostalgia’s sake.” He hadn’t known even when the sex turned out to be better than he remembered, putting his doubt to shame when he asked himself over these long years, it can’t have been as good as I thought, right? two people can’t be as good as that felt. I was young, I was unexperienced, I was naive, I was wrong—
Shane has known the world through his body since he was five and picked up a hockey stick. He never doubted what his body told him before. And when Ilya pulled him apart in the hotel bed, after Shane begged borrorwed and manipulated for a few nights alone, his body showed him what a fool he was to doubt himself and his memory.
It was better than he remembered. So much better. That revelation was hard enough, shattering enough in all that they missed— there wasn’t space for Shane to risk acknowledging that Ilya was it for him, all there ever could be.
Shane only realized that cold morning when he told Ilya you never even asked me—
And Ilya revealed all his fears of rejection, his surety that Shane would say no.
And then swallowed all that fear into his bold throat and asked Shane to marry him.
Shane was so verklempt. So shut up by his call being answered that he was wordless. Ilya nodded calmly, like that was an answer, even if his hands were shaking like frightened leaves as he left the room.
Shane ran away, even though Ilya asked him never to run away again. Shane went for a run out in the freezing Montreal air, quietly so that Ilya would not hear him leave.
He made it to the St. Lawrence river, churning dark water, before he wondered what the hell he was running away from.
Did he want Ilya or not?
Shane had long had a rule of not dating out men— terrible but true. He went for men from religious backgrounds, with trauma, unforgiving hometowns, or difficult, front facing jobs. All the worst situations to generate the kind of fear that would keep Shane mutually safe.
He once dated an American man who had a breakthrough in therapy, was thinking of coming out to his family. Instead of elation, all Shane felt was the anxiety, the stress of how the creep of coming out would eventually spread from his boyfriend to Shane. There would be a demand from his boyfriend, the old onus of coming out would be put on Shane who would never do it. Could never do it.
Because people would change how they looked at him in a way he had no control over, no matter what he wore or said, how practiced his speeches, it would always be changed. Because he wasn’t ready and doubted he ever would be.
Shane ended that relationship quietly, remorselessly, because he was a tiger being asked to change his stripes.
When Ilya said he was coming out… wrapped up with Shane on the bed, cross kissing Shane’s chest, all Shane felt was a bright burning urge to tear each stripe off him, to stand there with Ilya. It will be me this time, I will be your wife. 
And then Ilya said I will not bring you down with me.
Shane should have been happy. Shane should have felt safe. Shane was miserable, because he’d found the one person he wanted to come out with, but Ilya did not invite Shane into that. Did not think Shane could change his stripes, which only made them feel deeper and more cutting.
He had to watch Ilya go somewhere Shane could not follow, somewhere happy. A freeness on his face, easing the harsh lines from pain into a sighing brightness.
He could have asked, he could have come out on his own, but Shane felt stymied, cornered by his own need for control. That need Ilya always twisted around, turned into something beautiful by pushing, prodding, egging Shane on. And he wanted to ask Ilya to ask me! Help me do this! But Shane has never been good at being seen wanting. He stayed quiet, grew bitter.
And then, Ilya asked him.
Career and life bedamned. Even if commissioner never happens, marry me anyway.
Shane looked into the river wondering. For the first time, Shane felt old. It was so late, so belated to be deciding this. Coming out is something his generation did when they were younger. Not pushing fifty, not on the edge of a good career, setting himself up for last burst of burning achievement before reluctant retirement.
What could that retirement look like though? How long could Shane mentor and volunteer and create programs alone in his cottage before alzheimers and dementia relegated him to a sad comment exchanged between hockey history buffs.
But Shane couldn’t choose Ilya just because he was afraid of being alone and old. Because he has a long life now, a life he has worked bone achingly hard for.
It wouldn’t have been any easier if Ilya asked when they were younger, right? Ilya's bitterness about what never could be, tears spilled on a Tampa hotel room bed, were always a balm to Shane. Ilya knew they couldn’t, just like Shane. But if he had asked back then.
If he had asked Shane I could marry Svetlana?
Shane rubbed at his eyes, little dots from the water’s glare dancing behind his eyes. He was so tired of thinking about back then. Hated that Ilya brought it back, the ghost of all that went wrong when things were finally going right for them, aside from all the things that weren’t.
But he called Shane’s bluff. He called shane’s bluff. The way they did on the ice. Oh really, implied with each chirp, each boast, each trick shot. Ilya always called Shane’s bluff, pulled him out of control.
And now Shane had to answer about the present, not about the past, a wound that still throbbed. Because even if it was late, Ilya would let Shane have him, not without difficulty or cost, but would let Shane possess him solely and fully. Would do the same in exchange.
So why was Shane the one running?
He ran back to the apartment, almost breathless and still undecided. He showered in the guest room and crept into their bedroom.
Ilya was laying on his back, hands folded over his chest like a corpse. He looked sad, large and lovely.
Shane thought, I don’t know what I’ll do if this doesn’t work out. 
And Shane was frightened because he’d never felt that way about anyone before. Which probably meant Ilya was important enough to hear out.
 
 
Hayden walks the line between being thrilled that Shane is so happy and dour that Ilya is the cause of it. His beard-covered mouth twists.
“You’re sure this isn’t some midlife crisis thing?” Hayden tries. “Trying to recapture that, you know, that feeling of playing?”
“No, I’m not trying to feel like a rookie again,” Shane says. Frankly he sees enough of them, sloppy and foolish, on the other side of his table to feel happy at being older. Besides, this thing with Ilya. It is old, but it’s also different, so much better than what they had as ungrateful, foolish kids. “We’re both adults, Hayd. Almost fifty, here.”
“I know, I know. I just… I don’t know. I’m trying to make sense of the whole thing.”
Shane can empathize even if his back goes up a little. How can he explain that maybe it is going back, but not to the giddiness of early adulthood, but to a wrong turn they took, and in twenty years they just now have found that fork in the road they mishandled. It’s too silly to say aloud.
“Sorry, I’m sorry if I’m not being supportive. I’ll work on it,” Hayden says, when Shane has been quiet for too long. “And you know I’ll say anything you need buddy to support you when you come out with this. We can shop some things together if you want.”
Shae does want. He loves how well his friend knows him. He hugs Hayden, tight.
“Woah, you bulking up for the big day? You can’t do anything by halves,” Hayden says, grinning crookedly.
Shane shrugs, feeling a smile well up on his own face.
Hayden seems to finally catch onto Shane’s giddiness. Beams at him. “So, what about after?”
“After…?”
“After the wedding, man! Are you finally going to adopt?”
Shane felt his brain blast white from sheer shock.
“We’re… both pretty old,”
“48 isn’t old, dude.”
“He already has a kid, wouldn’t that— Niko might get jealous.”
Hayden laughs. “Isn’t baby Rozanov an adult? Pretty sure he’s got bigger fish to fry in the MLH. New words to say, anyways.”
“Niko’s a good kid,” Shane defends.
“I know, I saw the awards,” Hayden says. “Just saying, a kid you raised would never. Probably be playing hockey in diapers, and with you and Rozanov, God, get out of here! I’d have to quit coaching before that terror made it to professional.” His voice is so warm, so encouraging, picturing a new world for Shane with a new baby Hollander-Rozanov.
Shane looks at his friend, feeling the same way he did when Hayden suggests therapy, like it would be pure bliss, the best thing someone could do for themselves. The undercurrent of your ex, Mark, has a kid now. So could you!
To Hayden, there is nothing more meaningful than having kids, more life affirming but… Shane just cannot get on board, though he wonders;
Would Ilya want another kid?
God, but selfishly Shane hopes not.
“Let me get through the wedding and coming our first Hayden before you start sending in adoption applications for us.”
Hayden chortles, and Shane butchers a smile.
 
-
 
Mark was Hayden’s other closeted gay friend, a physical therapist with strict, religious parents. Shane (face burning at the time) allowed Hayden to set them up. It was five years since the fallout with Ilya, and while Shane awkwardly and anxiously navigated the one-night-stand lifestyle, he really preferred the security of a relationship and the schedule of seeing a person as regularly as hockey provided.
Mark was a lot like Hayden— sweet, super polite and energetic. Shane thought polite was the key, someone sensitive, someone who would listen to Shane’s needs instead of ploughing all over his barriers and walls and leaving him an abandoned wreck afterwards.
They dated steadily for two and a half years. A good, solid relationship. A how to dating guide for Shane who had only ever had straight pretend, hookups, and gay longing. He’ll always appreciate Mark for that, even if he sort of hopes he ends up in a ditch somewhere.
To be fair to Mark, Shane was not faultless in their breakup.
Mark’s constant complaint in his life was his shitty landlord who was demanding about how rent was paid (cash, large bills only), the noise level in the apartment (none, not even a whisper) and what was cooked (no fish, nothing remotely garlicky). In short, guy was a total curmudgeon.
Innumerable nights, Mark ended up at Shane’s apartment, wearily complaining about the landlord banging on his door, demanding he turn off his AC in summer because the whispering rattle was keeping him awake. It was just insane.
Shane, meaning well, looked into the building. Had it appraised. Found it wanting in many ways, but bought it out from the private landlord anyway. He had his agent handle the paperwork under Shane’s property company, putting out a release that there was a new owner. Rent would not change, but previous rules would be reexamined.
Mark was thrilled when he got the paper announcing the old landlord was out. Shane felt a quiet, light feeling in his chest as Mark espoused his relief.
Shane kissed him, leaning up to his face. Mark kissed him back, sweet, so kindly. Shane had been working on being too passive in bed after several of his hookups pointed it out. He tried harder, fought for control he didn’t really want over the kiss and Mark responded positively with a growl.
They fucked hard.
“We can do this as much as we want now,” Mark said afterwards, slapping his walls. Shane turned over, head on Mark’s chest. He felt giddy, too giddy, it turns out.
“I bought the apartment,” Shane whispered against Mark’s lips.
“What?”
“I…”
Shane trailed off. Saw a look of discomfort on Mark’s face as he pulled away. Shane’s skin felt cold and tacky suddenly.
“You what? …You’re joking, right?”
Shane fidgeted, felt impossible to look Mark in the eyes because they were suddenly the eyes of a stranger.
His mind scrambled back, looking for an exit route. He did something wrong, he realized, even if he couldn’t figure out what. It was the same social issue he always had. Stepping wrong, missing a beat. Out of step with the conversational mood.
“Yeah, it was a joke,” Shane said to the wall.
“Because that would be weird. If you were my landlord. If I was paying you rent.”
“No, totally. That would be weird.” Was it weird if it was technically Shane’s parent company? He didn’t have time to run all his buildings. Was that the kind of technicality that made this better or worse?
He didn’t think Mark believed him, even as he stood and got dressed, back facing Shane.
They make an awkward dinner. Chicken has never tasted so stale.
The next day, Shane dropped by Mark’s apartment with a new muscle roller he saw online, not an apology gift (because that would acknowledge Shane bought a building to help Mark, which was not quite the right thing to do, apparently), but a gesture to smooth things over, so they could get back to the sex and the mostly decent relationship they built.
He rang the bell and heard Mark as he was approaching the door, talking to someone on the phone. The words grew louder as he approached;
“No, I don’t freaking think he was kidding! I don’t know if it’s like a power thing or what. Hang on—”
Shane felt his stomach drop to his feet as Mark opened the door, phone dropping to the side. Mark belatedly hung up, looking guilty as fuck. Mark was a polite boy… to Shane’s face. Right.
Mostly Shane felt terrible for how uncomfortable he made him. He tried to smile.
“Mark.”
“Shane. You don’t usually come by without texting.”
“Yeah.” It was true. The spontaneity felt ill-fitting now and the gift in his hands terrible, badly shaped. Shane gripped it tighter as he came inside Mark’s apartment and away from any prying eyes.
“Is this for me?”
Shane nodded, held it out. Mark took it, turned it over. Shane felt eyes on the side of his face.
“Why didn’t you tell me before you bought it?” Mark asked.
“I thought you’d say no.”
“I would have. It’s really fucking weird, Shane.”
Shane felt his heart squeezing, like there wasn’t enough space. Not enough space on the bench, his teenage teammates used to joke, not when you’re being so weird about everything. 
“I can sell the building to someone else,” Shane murmured. The foundation was shit anyway. Would need major rennos in less than a decade to keep it earthquake safe. “I was just trying to help…”
Mark huffed a sigh, put his hands on his hips. Shane got the feeling of being pitied, but maybe he was pitiful. He felt it.
Mark leaned in and kissed Shane’s cheek, and Shane was relieved. He hadn’t ruined it. They were okay.
“Look, you don’t have to try so hard to overcompensate,” Mark murmured against his ear. He kissed down Shane’s neck, but Shane’s mind caught like a burr on his words.
“Overcompensate? …What am I compensating for?”
Mark sighed, and there it was again. That pity. It was making Shane’s back go up now— against his will because he wanted things to be okay between them, he badly wanted to have sex, to hide away from conversation by living in his body, but what the hell was he compensating for?
Mark didn’t seem to notice.
“I don’t know,” Mark said, sighing. “Just, when I’ve dated other guys like you before, sometimes they try too hard. You don’t need to do that. You’re enough.”
“What the fuck?” Shane asked, pushing Mark away. “Guys like me?”
And Shane suspected, no, knew, deep in his gut, that Mark meant Asian.
He said so and Mark flipped his fucking lid.
“You’re calling me racist?”
“What does guys like you mean?”
“It means anxious fucking overcompensating bottoms!”
And Shane doubted his instincts, hated doing that, but Mark looked so upset at what Shane said—
Mark ploughed on, “Is this because I mentioned my ex’s that you’re being so fucking messy? This is the shit that I mean. Overcompensating bullshit!”
Shane’s ego reeled up. He was Shane fucking Hollander. Star center of the Metros. What the hell did he have to compensate for? But maybe he had been made to feel he should. The muscle roller make-up gift felt like an albatross around his neck now. God damn it.
Shane has always been a polite Canadian boy, but he also had the chirps in him to make anyone want to drop gloves. It took three sentences for Shane to shred Mark and the relationship, and get himself kicked out into the shitty hallway of the shitty apartment that Shane now owned (not for long).
Shane went home, red-eyed, and looked up Mark’s social media, flicking back through the years to old boyfriends and finding them, Thai and Korean and Indian— guys like you indeed. Shane felt worse about doubting himself. Should have chirped even harder.
The breakup was messy, and Hayden danced awkwardly between the two of them, asking delicately what the fuck happened. Shane wanted to say Your fucking friend is a piece of shit who implicitly thinks I should be lucky to date him.
As much as he loved Hayden, Shane just didn’t have the words in him, because what if Hayden didn’t see it that way. You don’t have to overcompensate isn’t racist out of context. All of it so vague that he knew he’d look insane pointing to old boyfriends like a conspiracy board.
He shook his head at Hayden and told all to JJ who commiserated by buying Shane a drink, saying fucking white people, think they are god’s gift.
Shane could only clink beers with that.
JJ added, But maybe next time, don’t buy the guys’ apartment, just invite him to move in.
Shane bristled because his space was his own, and didn’t this prove he had to keep it free from privileged interlopers, no matter how kind he wanted to be?
And even if it felt a bit reductive, Shane kinda agreed with JJ’s first statement; he swore off dating white men that night.
 
-
 
Shane trundles into Ilya’s snow-dusted backyard, putting in the code, a box of cake samples in hand. He prefers the privacy of this entrance, covered by trees and not so clear which house he’s entering. Shane braces himself when the back door opens and Anya comes racing out, leaping onto his legs over and over again with wet paws.
Ilya watches in the doorway, a warm smirk on his face as he watches Shane try to reason with Anya.
“Yes, hello. I see you. I’m happy to see you too, but please. Down, down Anya. Your hair gets everywhere, doesn’t it? It’s only been thirty seconds and my pants are ruined. That’s… impressive, for a small dog.”
Ilya calls for Anya in Russian, and she darts over to his side, nosing his closed hand for a treat, which he opens to reveal nothing, much to her pouting. She even pouts like Ilya.
Shane barely enters and shuts the back door before Ilya is kissing into his mouth. No hello for Shane, no how are you, can I take your jacket. Just that wonderfully rude force of character imposing himself all over Shane who is all too willing.
“Careful,” Shane says, when Ilya reaches around his waist. “I don’t want to drop the wedding cake samples.
Ilya’s eyes go to the tiered box in Shane’s hand, and back to Shane’s face.
“Carbs or Shane Hollander. It tricky, I admit.”
Shane rolls his eyes, toes off his shoes into slippers, and shimmies past Ilya into the kitchen. He sets the box in the center of the counter.
Hands now free, Shane pets Anya properly so she doesn’t feel unappreciated. She doesn’t see Shane as much and he wants to build a good relationship with her. When he stands up, Ilya captures his face, kisses his cheeks.
“Missed me, huh?”
“No. Just your freckles.”
Shane wraps his arms around Ilya’s waist. Hm, is it just him or is Ilya a little different here?
Shane hears the sound of the box opening behind him and he blinks up at Ilya who has wrapped his arms around Shane, pressing him against the counter to reach the cake box.
“Are you kidding?”
“This way I don’t have to choose between cake and you,” Ilya says dragging frosting coated finger to his lips.
“You’re such a greedy fucker. Those are for sampling.”
“Mmm.” Ilya murmurs in agreement. He drags his fingers through his mouth with a soft ‘pop.’ He rocks his hips into Shane’s slow and easy. More addictive than sugar.
Luckily none of the cakes need refrigeration, because Ilya spends a good thirty minutes on his knees in the living room, sucking long hard draws over Shane’s cock. Languid, loose, sloppy with drool. Like there is nowhere else he’d rather be.
Shane is usually so good about his posture, works on it constantly so he doesn’t become a bent over old man like his dad when he reaches old age.
Ilya tears all of that discipline down with a look. Shane finds himself bending, craning weakly over. Unable to help the curl of desire, the helpless pistoning of his hips that Ilya holds and releases in turn. Shane is useless, doing nothing but taking. Even on his knees, Ilya owns so much of Shane. Takes him through desire like leading a horse to water. And Shane drinks, and drinks.
Ilya lifts off his hard cock, bites at the flesh of Shane’s stomach. Shane fidgets. His belly is in Ilya’s sight. That stubborn bit of fat his doctor assured him was normal for ‘a man of his age.’ Whatever that means.
Ilya has a knack for finding it, unerringly. Makes Shane wonder if he likes getting under Shane’s skin that much and can’t condemn him if that is why. He doesn’t feel terrible with Ilya mouthing it so gently, like it is somehow as appealing as his ass or his chest. Worth the worship of his tongue, suckable. Turning that vulnerable soft part of Shane into something glinting and gold without consent or request.
“Ilya, please. Please.”
Ilya loves that word. His favorite in English, Shane is sure. For how it makes a grin split boyish across his lips as if he’s been given something.
Shane loves the word too, how it makes him feel like Ilya would give him anything in the world if he only said, please, Ilya.
Ilya bends and licks the top of Shane’s cockhead, sucks lightly. It’s cruel, the teasing. Crueler still how it makes Shane spill in spurts and dribbles in an overwrought orgasm over his lap and into his bush. Ilya follows trails of release down, lapping Shane’s sensitive cock until he is moaning for Ilya to stop.
Ilya staggers back onto his ass on the stack of pillows beneath him. His knees are red, worn despite the cushion, and his cock a hard jut under his sweats.
Shane extends a hand, helps Ilya up and onto the couch missing sans some cushions. Ilya staggers, falls more than settles on Shane’s legs. He doesn’t care about his gracelessness. More preoccupied with kissing into Shane’s mouth. Rubbing himself against Shane’s wet, spent cock.
Shane wastes no time pulling Ilya out from his sweatpants, rubbing the precum down his shaft. Reaching for lotion that has conveniently popped up on the coffee table since Niko moved out. Shane loves the glide of it, the soft, medicinal smell and how it makes Ilya writhe with the slick move of Shane’s strong hand.
“Fuck, fuck. Like that, Hollander.”
“Yeah, is it like that, Rozanov?”
“Fucking harder, harder.”
Shane obliges, his wrist cramping, but the heavy, wonderful weight of the man in his lap making his brain sing even if his dick stays woefully limp.
Ilya comes in long steady strips on Shane’s shirt, a mixture of cum and lotion. Yeah, Shane is not going to be wearing this shirt again— he’s sure he can get the stains out, but the memory… He won’t be able to go to work remembering that this is the shirt Ilya came all over.
Ilya collapses against Shane afterwards, bearing him into the back of the couch and crushing him a pleasant amount into the warm, sweaty heat of his chest and armpit.
“Fuck, fuck.” Ilya sounds truly overwhelmed.
Huh. May have been a tough week for him? Shane grapples, trying to read the air. Fails, as usual. Well.
“Shower then cake?” Shane suggests, tentatively.
“Seriously?” Ilya pulls back, squinting. Shane starts to panic—  
“How are you even real?” Ilya wonders. “Like a fucking wet dream.”
Shane feels a smile splitting his face, easiness spreading like a glow through his body.
“You got very lucky,” Shane says, and Ilya kisses the cockiness of his mouth.
 
Ilya hobbles around his house, into the shower and back down the stairs in his comfortable pajamas.
“I told you we should have done this on the bed,” Shane says as he lays out the cake samples. “You’re gonna blow your knee out like this and have to explain how to a physio.”
“Is a little magic trick you do. I see you and my body thinks we are twenty again,” Ilya says, winking. “Besides, I like seeing you above me. Like in control, but not.”
Giving all his control to Ilya, Shane understands.
He shivers having Ilya pull these things out of him. Say them so rudely. He really thought he wanted polite in a partner, maybe that was the values Shane’s parents raised him with talking. After years of living, Shane begins to suspect polite means ingenuine sometimes, because Ilya is so open, so demanding. So rude and upfront about it all. It makes Shane feel insane that anyone could be so wanting in full view, and yet also Shane becomes more honest by virtue of proximity.
It cannot be possible for Ilya to want him as much as Shane wants him. To the point of dizziness. But Ilya looks at him, smiles slow and easily, watching. Proprietary again, and Shane can only suspect it is true.
Wow.
Shane knows most people his age are beginning to have changes in their sexual appetite, a lessening to their hunger.
Shane has never had that experience— almost as if his body knew he had denied it the food he needed for so long, so many long periods of celibacy in his twenties, or straight sex, that he hasn’t hit his quota, hasn’t filled the well of need within him.
He’s struggled in his last couple relationships before Ilya— being the one wanting so much was humiliating. Made him seem desperate in a way Shane hated. Because he is desperate. Wants so much from his partner’s bodies that he cannot even vocalize. It’s such a bad feeling sometimes and alienated partners who felt put upon to satisfy, or worse, looked at Shane as if he was perverted. Even now he still wants so much, but in this at least, Ilya has a matched appetite.
“You will really eat cake?” Ilya asks. He has a fork teasing between his lips as Shane sets up all the slices and labels.
“I won’t have one of those insanely sweet buttercream cakes. It’s just too much sugar for me.”
“Denying yourself so long, you have ruined your taste buds,” Ilya complains.
“Increased sugar sensitivity is normal for people who aren’t children,” Shane says. “We can have your cake on the bottom, the big one to share with others, and a smaller cake for me on top.”
Ten cake samples lay out before them from three of Ottawa’s premier cake shops. Five slices of decadent, sweet cake for Ilya, and five gluten free and reduced sugar for Shane.
This is the most logical choice, really. It’s not that Shane won’t indulge in the calories on his wedding night, it really is that he thinks if he had one of the buttercream slices he’d go into a diabetic coma and that would wreck his extensive honeymoon sex plans for sure.
Shane tastes a sliver of the healthy carrot cake with reduced sugar frosting and frowns. A touch dry, isn’t it? The next is a flourless chocolate, but they made up for the flour with too much sugar and he chews unhappily. It’s not awful… He tries the third, a date cake and the texture zaps unpleasantly through his mouth and resists the urge to spit his food out. Is there monkfruit in this? Jesus.
Ilya is halfway through his third slice, not tasting as much as eating. He frowns.
“You don’t like cake,” Ilya says.
Shane flinches. “No. I like cake fine. Just none of these yet.”
“No, you don’t like cake,” Ilya presses, rude, rude, rude again.
“Oh, fuck off.”
“We don’t have cake at our wedding then,” Ilya decides.
Shane goggles at him, stares pointedly at his three eaten slices. “Um, you like cake a lot. And it’s a wedding.”
“So?”
“So we have wedding cake.”
“Why?”
“Because that’s… what people do at a wedding.”
Ilya has the gall to be disappointed at being called ‘people.’
“People are boring,” Ilya says, and it doesn’t sound like a compliment here.
“Well, what would you want instead?” Shane asks, hand on his hip.
Ilya frowns, and Shane is glad to have stumped him. To have shown him the logic of tradition and what ‘people’ do—
“Wagashi.” Ilya butchers the emphasis, but he says it clearly. “Those little… The wagashi.”
“Those aren’t… Not really common for weddings here, you know.”
“Yes, but is the only thing I ever see you eat and enjoy.”
“Go fuck yourself.” That’s just so patently untrue. Everyone thinks Shane must hate his diet, must hate the chicken and the health food. It’s all the perfect texture and the perfect cooking and it’s satiating and doesn’t rub against his mouth the wrong way. Fuck Shane for sticking to one thing for such a long time.
“Not only thing,” Ilya corrects. “Just… You looked so happy eating it,” Ilya tries instead, pleading. “Really happy. Not like this cake.”
Shane can admit that is maybe more true.
“There isn’t, like, wagashi cake. They’re tiny, personal deserts—”
“And together we are richer than god. I mean, I have not checked my account lately—”
“Your assets are doing fine,” Shane assures him. He has Ilya’s stocks invested in copper right now. They’re doing very well with the technological need for microchips for more self-driving cars. Between meetings at work, Shane tracks Ilya’s portfolio growth with a swell of pleasure, because he likes doing a good job. Seeing Ilya’s total ignorance, his total and complete faith in Shane to take care of him sends a different, darker jolt of pleasure through him. Shane is so worthy of that trust. He bites his lip, tries to focus his hazing mind on what they are discussing.
“If we are rich, then we buy enough for the whole wedding. No cake slice, everyone gets little wagashi!”
“Wagashi,” Shane corrects, subtly emphasizing the second syllable. Ilya parrots him, and Shane feels at a bit of a loss.
He doesn’t know how to explain… It would be odd to have at his wedding. He was Shane Hollander, not Shane Fujibayashi. The Fujibayashis left rural Oma, Japan a long time ago because of the politics. As a child, Shane’s grandma always said she and his grandfather rode the gigantic tuna from Japan to Canada. The truth was his grandfather caught a record-breaking sized tuna and the money from the restaurant bidding war allowed them to flee the country as the war was kicking off.
Our family has always been blessed with skill, his grandmother told him when he made Canada’s junior team, she was the most unsurprised of anyone that he succeeded. Now, Shane rides the family success and legacy into a career he could never have if he stayed in Japan. Maybe that isn’t fair, maybe he would be playing in the JIHL if he stayed, maybe he’d be a different person with a different father and different fiancé and different name. Maybe, maybe, maybe.
He isn’t that person, that Fujibayashi, and has elided that hard, rural life, and a lot of the burden of a nonwhite name even, as he still struggles to make himself legible in a white sport.
And so to have wagashi at his wedding… it would be surprising to people.
Shane likes meeting or surpassing expectations, the clarity of a job well done. He hates undermining or failing them. Hates the idea of the surprise on people’s faces at the wedding at this foreign element. Oh, I see. Right, I guess cause he’s Japanese, huh? Forgot for a moment.
Shane doesn’t want their eyes, their judgement. This wedding is supposed to launch him and Ilya for the public into bright clean acceptance and part of that is a white bright cake—
"It would just be weird,” Shane says. Ilya's lips twist down.
Shane’s heart pounds and he grapples for a moment. He could just say no. Wants to shut the topic down hard, and Ilya would be hurt, but he’s an adult, can handle it. Would shrug it off as Shane being too much, too controlling about their wedding what else is new. But Shane can’t keep all of it to himself for however many years they are lucky enough to be married. He wants the man he marries to listen and understand, even if he can’t empathize.
He fights a swell of anxiety and tries to explain the weird tangle in his chest. Ilya has a mixed race son, this can’t all be news to him, right?
Ilya looks flummoxed at the end and Shane feels his hackles rising. He rocks a little on his feet against his will, looks away and forces his face to be calm. If he can make himself look calm, then maybe he will feel calm. He knows Russians have a different understanding about race, more xenophoic than specifically racist. Despite the nearness of the two countries, no Japanese diaspora to Russia ever happened and Ilya even admitted he hadn't met many Japanese people before Shane. Shane liked that blank slate, the easiness of a missing history that informed fully white Canadians without them ever knowing it. The difference is a blessing to feel and a curse to explain.
“That is very complicated,” Ilya says at the end. “Not a good feeling to have.”
Shane doesn’t nod or shake his head. Feels tight like a wound up stick, waiting to pull the trigger.
“Maybe I don’t understand all of it,” Ilya says slowly, and Shane expected that. Ilya is Russian, Russian is Ilya. There is no separating, no crossed lines for him. Food he served at his wedding would just be what he wanted. His accent told people I am not from here with every word, and they expected and allowed anything from him, Russian or Canadian. Shane was Canadian to his bones, never took the language classes; he has to reach for his culture. 
Other people, even other people half Japanese, don’t have these kinds of hangups. It’s just Shane again. Just Shane wishing he could be invisible and unaware of expectations; only, how could he hope to meet them if he didn’t know each and every of them?
“Sweetheart.” Ilya puts his fork down, pulls him closer. Shane resists, stays cool as stone, but Ilya pets his face. “If you don’t like my idea, we won’t do it. I just want you to have something you want. You deserve wagashi.”
“I want cake,” Shane says, feeling stubborn like a child.
“Then we’ll get cake,” Ilya reassures. He rubs Shane’s back and then releases Shane, turning back to his uneaten slices with a casualness that lets Shane’s back go down.
Without eyes on him, Shane gets his breathing under control and rubs at his eyes. Later, after Ilya cleans up the boxes, Shane lets Ilya drag him to bed and wrap his big body around Shane until the edges of the meltdown are softened and the world is silenced by weight and warmth and Ilya.
 
Shane wakes up alone in Ilya’s large bed. It wasn’t always just Ilya’s…
Shane’s eyes glance over to the wall across from the bed, but he knows that Ilya took down his wedding picture with Svetlana the same week they agreed to get married. Stored it somewhere, Shane is sure. Shane still sees every line of it, every blissful giddy edge of young love. Whatever Ilya says about why he married Svetlana, there was always love there between them. Shane tries not to feel to badly about himself in this moment, but he can’t even give to-be husband cake on his wedding without having a breakdown. Jesus fucking Christ.
Where is Ilya anyway?
There is a steady thumping, thumping, thumping from somewhere below. Anya isn’t with Shane right now either (despite all his attempts, she whined and whined outside the door until he let her into the room and onto the bed with them, but it was only for one night, Shane promised himself, Ilya, and Anya, sternly.)
Shane slips down the hall, sees the dark lines of empty space and feels his mouth tense unhappily at the idea of Ilya rocking around this big house all on his lonesome. It’s too big for one man, even with a dog. Too many ghosts.
Shane goes downstairs but finds nothing in the kitchen, only the louder sound of thudding which is becoming more familiar and clear to him. He goes down one final floor to the basement.
There is Ilya, thudding away on a treadmill. Sweat drips around his face and his strong body jostles with each step, stomach juddering. Curls slicked against his crown in sodden spikes. Shane watches him, relishing his body in movement. Anya supervises by the side, sniffing at the treadmill now and then and barking for attention.
Ilya always talks to her in Russian. Shane thinks if it was a child they were raising together, the dual language immersion would be awesome. As it’s a dog, Shane won’t be surprised if Anya never listens to Shane when he commands her (to be fair, she already doesn’t). He supposes Ilya needs someone to speak Russian to now that his son is away…
Shane should really pick up a course or two. He can squeeze in a few minutes between all his wedding planning and work, surely.
“Ilya?” Shane says, when he’s taken his fill.
Ilya curses in Russian and smacks the off switch on the treadmill.
“Sweetheart.” He’s panting hard. Lungs working. “Why you awake?”
“Was wondering where you were.”
Ilya shrugs, looks chagrined. “Running.”
“I thought you hated cardio.”
Ilya shakes his head, lips twisting before he finally gestures to himself. “For wedding I wanted some kilos down. But god, cake so good.”
Post exercise, early in the morning, he hardly makes grammatical sense, but Shane follows his words instinctively to meaning. He looks at Ilya’s workout top, remembers how he felt to touch earlier. He has lost a little width in his tummy, maybe.
Ilya grins, self-deprecating and amused.
“I still be your bear, don’t worry.”
Shane can’t help but smile.
“What? Is funny? Mr marathon?”
“No, I’m off marathons for a while. I’m actually trying to bulk up for the wedding.”
Ilya laughs, looks at the ceiling with his hands on his hips. “We are idiots.
“Yes,” Shane agrees. Grinning like a fool. Funny of them, trying to be the same size, meeting in the middle, as if going back to who they were when they met. Like, looking at the wedding picture, it would be those past versions of them marrying. Shane doesn’t ache for what they lost most days, but that silly thought makes him twinge.
“I like you how you look,” Ilya says. “My big strong man.”
And Shane has a silly image of Ilya saying that when they’re actually old, when Shane is not bent over but short like his grandfather became. So silly…
“You too. You know I don’t mind that you…” Gosh, how to say?
“That I’m fat old man?”
“You’re not old.”
“Fat, then?”
“Warm. Big,” Shane offers. Maybe a little fat, but he can’t make himself say it; it’s not an insult. Ilya only laughs, comes closer.
“No, you’re disgusting.”
“Come here.”
Shane is helpless against this man. Ilya pulls him into his side, rocks Shane sweaty against his body.
“We are both too hot. Going to marry each other and blow out brains across Canada.”
Shane scoffs. Such an idiot. “Pretty sure we’re the only ones that think that.”
“Mmm, no, you could be Mr. Model if you wanted. But is better you think not. More for me.”
He cups Shane’s ass easily, warmly and it sends a thrill through him.
“Shower?” Shane suggests. Ilya grins and follows him up the stairs into the large glass enclosure. Shane guiltily shuts the door on Anya who whines. He doesn’t want her nosing at the glass right now.
Shane soaps up his hands, rubbing all over Ilya’s sturdy chest, strong, fatty nipples. Behind his neck, shoulders.
“Behind ears?” Ilya suggests and Shane laughs, and washes there too. He traces the trail of suds down to Ilya’s cock, gently cleans his fiancé there before bending to reach his legs. Shane swirls around the trick knee which flexes beneath his hands. Still strong after all these years, but cardio likely inflames it the same way weights bother Shane’s shoulders. They’re both fighting their past injuries for each other, for themselves.
Ilya is thinner, maybe down a kilo, but his stomach is still warm butting against Shane’s head as he bends. Shane rubs into it. Don’t lose this, Shane selfishly thinks.
“Your turn,” Ilya says when Shane spends too long between Ilya’s toes. He was remembering that foot job, wondering how to get one again without having to ask for it. That thought will keep though.
“Mmm, you are stronger, aren’t you. Bigger here,” Ilya points out, dragging his hands over Shane’s biceps, kneading the growing muscle there.
“Ilya,” Shane’s mouth feels dry despite the humidity. “You’re wasting water.”
Ilya nods. “Okay. No more waste. I’ll clean.”
He drops his hand down, suds slicking as he cleans gently and thoroughly into Shane’s ass. Fuck. Shane’s head drops against Ilya’s shoulder as he feels those sudsy fingers slipping around his hole, dipping just inside. Twitching. It’s maddening.
“Making it so big. Strong ass. Next time maybe I leave something inside to find.”
Shane shudders. Ilya would never because Shane likes using a condom, but the thought. Fuck. He isn’t surprised at all when they waste even more water, Ilya pressing Shane against the tile and loving him there for a long time in the morning.
 
Afterwards, Shane stands dazed and fucked out in front of the mirror as Ilya shaves him. Wow. It might be because of the emotional crash of yesterday, but despite it not even noon yet Shane is pretty sure this is the best day of his life.
Ilya pets his smooth skin on the side he’s finished. He’s getting quicker at shaving Shane, more familiar with the peculiarities of his face. Something about it makes Shane think he might be beginning to get his fiancé’s obsession.
Shane glances past Ilya into the mirror. The fog is clearing and he can see the moles on Ilya’s back, the familiar constellation. He also sees when Anya finally figures out how to leverage her small body to open the door.
Ilya curses at the dog as she ploughs in, but even with his dirty mouth, his hand drops warm and welcomingly to her fur. Yes, Shane will definitely have to be the tough dog parent if he wants any boundaries when they eventually live together…
The fog is clearing faster now that the door to the hallway is open and Shane glances into the mirror at Nikolaj’s open room in the hall. Empty walls, a single sad bed. It’s too much, too much for Ilya to deal with every day.
Shane speaks without thinking.
“You should move in with me.”
Ilya pauses in dragging the razor up Shane’s cheek. He’s so careful that even in his surprise he does not cut Shane. He carefully draws the blade away.
“What? But you said—"
“Not to New York, sorry. I realize how that sounded. But to my Montreal apartment. You could move in there. With me.”
Ilya stares at him and Shane looks away to the ceiling, to the side at the shower he remembers being loved against. He hopes Ilya doesn’t ask him something relevant like why as he did last time. Because Shane doesn’t really know. Ilya has a whole house here, filled with memories of his precious family, neighbors he probably gets along with, a community—
But Shane is selfish.
“It’s close to McGill,” Shane tries to justify. “I have plenty of space for your silly cars and it’s private."
“You want that?” Ilya asks, instead.
“You want it?” Shane asks, shying away from the direct inquiry.
“I know the apartment is your private space. You have had it for a long time…”
“Yes, but I… I want you there too. You can bring anything you want with you. Make it your own.” Ah, that might be too much. “I mean, we can discuss some things, because there is a loose design plan for the apartment.”
Ilya is smiling at him. Shane has been so busy looking at the floor and walls he doesn’t know when Ilya started grinning but now that he sees the brimming giddy expression he cannot look away.
“Yes, we can discuss. I want to fight about laz-ee-boy with you.”
Shane laughs. “You are never getting that monstrosity into my apartment.” Ilya wiggles his eyes brows, picks up his razor again.
“Shhh, I’m shaving you, Sweetheart.”
Shane clamps his mouth shut, leveraging his gaze into Ilya’s face with force that makes him grin through the whole thing. Every part of his skin feels warm, buzzing.
Ilya chuckles as if he feels it beneath his fingers.
“So you’d be my landlord, hm? I can pay you?”
Shane flinches, a half-remembered ache, but Ilya’s thumb smooths out the tenseness of his lips.
“I have never fucked my landlord before,” Ilya says. “Sounds very hot. Maybe he will give me a discount.”
Shane has to clear his throat, waits between scrapes to speak.
“Actually, with the state of your fridge, you’re definitely going to have to pay a cleaning fee.”
“Is that so, Mr. Landlord? You won’t like what I did to the couch last night then.”
Shane has to pull back so he can laugh, shaving cream crinkling on half his face. Ilya’s free hand goes to his waist, a broad beautiful grin cracking his face.
“Stop, stop making me laugh with shaving cream on. You take forever, it’s going to dry.”
“And then no one will take you seriously as landlord. Very hard life you have. I will move in, despite you looking very silly, on one condition,” Ilya says, like it is the greatest favor, like he is god’s greatest gift. He’s not— he’s Shane’s.
"What?" Shane asks, despite himself.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    .
.
.
.
.
...and one of those two shane hollander moves is buying apartments lmao.

next chapter very soon!

according to wikipedia (and through them, the Japanese ministry) there are one thousand Japanese people residing in Russia. which fairly blew my mind for how close the countries are. compare that to 100,000+ in Canada. (feel free to message if this is off base or an innacurate metric)

thank you for all the kind words. each and every will be responded to because i like responding to them very much <3

(don't ask me about the word count... just don't.)


  


      

  












      Chapter 5: shane is a landlord
  


    Chapter Summary

    spoilers for discussions in TLG!

sex scene is a new addition in gratitude to the comments on last chapter which i will finish answering after posting <3 appreciate you all. (and sorry for any typos, but thank god i'm not using ai eh?)



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  With Ilya’s team playing every week, Shane is the only one traveling for their weekend rendezvous, an effort he does not mind making. His mother has been degrading more quickly, grown more irritable, and for all that Shane keeps up with them via phone, he is grateful for the excuse to fly into town and drop by. They usually watch Ilya’s games and his mother’s ever-sharp chirping soothes the unsteadiness in his chest as she blinks harder and harder with every update he gives his dad on his wedding plans.
Amid this, Ilya moves house. Shane offers his real estate agent, but Ilya waves him off. Probably has his own from when he first bought the Roxboro property. With Ilya’s work, the most convenient time is during the week. He hires professional movers and has friends coming over to help box up his possessions. Apparently his whole team trundles down to load the truck, and, according to Ilya, they help not at all and chirp Ilya to hell for the state of his fridge. Ilya ends up ordering mass amounts of take out and packs all the extras off with his hungry college kids.
Despite all the help, Shane feels a thread of regret that he isn’t the one helping Ilya tidy up his old life.
Shane calls Ilya every night to check in, delegating parts of his workload that he normally would keep just to make it out of the office on time. Ilya looks wrung out after all the moving— which is fair, moving is monstrously hard. But packing up a house he had with someone Ilya loved and lost…
The grief Shane feels for Ilya is greater than any small petty feelings sticking in the back of Shane’s throat and he admits that maybe the physical distance between them might be a blessing because it lets him focus only on comforting Ilya. He can be calm and soothing as Ilya rubs his eyes and breathes hard and slow over the phone.
His eyes are wet when his hands comes away. “I never want to move again,” Ilya groans. “So you can never sell the Montreal apartment.”
Shane’s heart thumps, a blister of pleasure amid all the sadness and twisting of his heart.
“Never?”
“No. We can visit your ten million properties, spend long time in New York, finally I fuck you in Hawaii, but I will not be moving life anywhere again. Am stuck forever with one property company I think.”
Shane swallows a smile. Isn’t sure he manages it. How does Ilya always find smiles in sadness? What in his nature finds the one silver lining?
“I’ll have to look into your lease to see if the terms allow long stays.”
Ilya grins now, genuine. “I am a very good tenant. I think landlord will let me do whatever I want.”
 
Shane makes it to Montreal on the weekend, keys into the front door of his apartment— It’s like everything has been moved a few centimeters to left. His space, but also…
Ilya is there, leaning against the counter, face a perfect compliment for Shane’s backsplash and marble. The comfortable, more worn clothes from his home closet. God, god.
“Am thinking, we never talked about how I should pay you.”
“Pay me?” Shane parrots. Lost on the image of Ilya in his apartment. Their apartment. Belonging there…
“Rent. If you like wire transfer, or check, or fat wad of cash. I can slip it into your pants, maybe.”
Shane huffs, it’s funny. It’s not at all funny, for the way Shane feels a squeeze of arousal in his stomach.
“It’s an expensive building. I don’t think that much cash will fit.”
“Can make it fit. With effort. Besides, I am rich, can do very big bills. Not as rich as Mr Landlord, but…”
Ilya shrugs, unbothered by the disparity of wealth between them. Certainly undaunted in how he looks at Shane, scans him in his boring business clothes. Shane feels like boring Mr. Landlord in his slacks, stuffy in a way he never had in his twenties when all he ever wore was workout gear. He has grown into the title of Mr Landlord. He swallows hard.
“What can I give you, hm?” Ilya asks, fingers drumming on Shane’s 15,000 CAD marble countertop, white cracked with black and hints of copper.
Shane licks his lips. Opens his mouth then shuts it.
Ilya slides closer, as easy a movement as if it were on ice. His hand lands heavy on the side of Shane neck beneath his high collar, thumb stroking up to the corner of his mouth. It’s habit more than thought to turn his head and take Ilya’s thumb inside, to curl around and feel the ridges of his thumbprint.
“I can tell I’m going to like living here,” Ilya murmurs. “It’s the windows, very big. Good light.”
Shane groans around his finger, trying to nod, but Ilya’s hand arrests the movement, keeps him still and focused on sucking. The complexities of Shane’s day, the scrapping with Halstead, the fight with the printer, the maneuvering in his office are dropping away, until all he can taste, feel, see, hear, touch, and think of is Ilya. Ilya, Ilya, Ilya.
Ilya’s free hand goes to Shane’s shirt, teasing the buttons. Shane tries to rouse himself to help and not lay around totally passive, but Ilya snatches his hand and nibbles on the finger.
Stop. Chill out. It says, and Shane drops his hands to his sides, his palms feel warm, anticipatory, and pleasantly useless.
Ilya pulls out his thumb and spins Shane around. His arms pull Shane in, and he undoes the buttons as if Shane’s shirt was his own. It’s strange, intimate pressed all up against Ilya, and lets Shane feel the press of his cock against his ass. Ilya’s hard, and Shane wonders how long he was sitting in what is now their home, thinking about Shane walking through the door and what exactly he might do with Shane...
Shane ruts a little on instinct, and Ilya nips at his earlobe. “Careful, careful.”
Shane doesn’t feel careful at all.
Ilya slips Shane’s shirt off his shoulders, pulls at the hem of Shane’s undershirt and that goes flying off Shane’s head.
“Don’t want to get dirty, no?”
As if Shane’s floors were ever dirty. No. Shane takes the shirts off the ground and folds them, grateful for muscle memory when his head is a mushy morass of sticky eagerness.
He sets them on the counter stool.
“Pants now.”
Shane’s fingers fumble the fine leather of his belt, easting the loops and reaching for his zipper. The sound is so loud with Ilya just watching. He’s dressed so casually, so easily. He doesn’t need the tux to make Shane feel that thrum that makes him want to crawl low, nuzzle into his crotch. He just has to watch Shane like he is, with greedy eyes, that open desire that has always pulled Shane in, made him want to flash his belly.
His slacks and briefs are up next. That done and tightly folded, he reaches for his socks. Ilya sidles closer, interrupting. He kisses Shane easily, mouth dropping down to his neck, to his chest. Shane finally risks touching Ilya back, the warm weight of his side, the width of his strong thigh beneath thick sweatpants. The press of his cock.
Ilya groans, expression wavering for a moment as he glances around and then steers Shane towards the nearest, low flat surface. Shane thinks they are in for another bout of couch sex, has his mouth open to protest such a use of his Italian leather, but Ilya turns and Shane finds his thighs pressed against his glass kitchen table. He jerks away.
“Ilya, that’s filthy. We eat here.”
“We eat on couch,” Ilya lobs back. “We sleep in bed. We wash in shower. State the obvious, please.”
Ilya curls his spine, bending forward and forcing Shane with him until his chest and belly press against the glass— Shane shivers, his nipples drawing tight at the cold surface. His hard breathing makes his stomach lift and drop off the glass. Worst of all—
“Oh, is very clean, not filthy at all. Can even see your reflection little.”
Shane stares back at his own red-faced reflection, doubled with the prismatic glass effect. He looks entirely too flushed, too worked up considering they haven’t even touched cocks yet.
Ilya remedies that, hand cupping against Shane’s hard, exposed dick just off the edge of the hard glass. Ilya kisses against Shane’s neck, and it’s too easy to let Shane’s head drop, cheek pressing into the side as he waits for Ilya to give him his homecoming fuck.
Only Ilya doesn’t. He strokes Shane gently, softly, kisses along his spine, bites his ears, but he doesn’t do a damn thing to Shane’s ass.
Shane wriggles a little, trying to scootch back, to jockey Ilya onto his job of fucking Shane, but Ilya lowers more of his weight and pins Shane. It’s heavy in a fuzzing way. His big chest against Shane’s back, his thick legs bracketing Shane. Shane feels Ilya's shirt covered nipples skating up and down his back as Ilya drops maddening little kisses here and there. His cloth covered erection presses into Shane’s ass but does nothing.
It’s infuriating, certainly unfair.
Shane writhes harder, moans, and Ilya shushes him.
“What is it?” he asks, as if he doesn’t know. “Tell me, Sweetheart.”
“Ilya,” Shane groans.
“Yes?” Ilya takes in some of the flesh of Shane’s bad shoulder, biting the muscle. Shane wonders if Ilya has taken after Anya for all she has taken after him; Shane’s going to be covered in Ilya’s little teeth marks.
“Ilya,” Shane says again, begging, frustrated.
“Did you think of something I can give you?” Ilya asks. “Should not be hard to ask. No? ...You do not know yet? I can give you time. Now you control where I live, you can always find me.”
It’s not even close to being true, Shane doesn’t control where Ilya lives, but Ilya… Ilya does live with him. In Shane’s apartment, under his vaulted ceilings, clothes in his ergonomic drawers, life unboxed side by side with Shane’s. Just like Ilya's finances. His social media. All under Shane’s roof, in his capable, worthy hands.
Shane feels a little dizzy. Doesn’t Ilya see how wildly out of balance things between them have gotten? Isn’t he the least bit concerned? Shane thinks of the feckless way Ilya signed the paperwork to list him on the lease, not even pretending to skim the dense text. Trusting Shane would not give him anything bad to sign. He could have locked Ilya in a year lease, could have made him agree to wash the floors every week, could have taken advantage terribly.
Ilya is so vulnerable for him. Is not blind— has made himself so vulnerable to Shane. Handing over so much control that Shane feels almost glutted, but for the little twingeing ache in his body that demands, needs, asks ever for more from Ilya.
And Ilya provides.
“What is it?”
“Fuck me,” Shane finally manages, numb lips pressing against the glass. “Please.”
Only Ilya can make him feel both deified and humble as a poor worshipper. Drowning in power and utterly strapped for it.
“Old dogs do learn tricks,” Ilya says, and Shane widens his legs, ready to feel the dip of fingers and cock— “But I think I need more specificity. Where can I do this?”
“Here. Now. Please.”
“Where here? The floor?”
Shane whines. That isn’t fair. “On the kitchen table.”
“Please fuck me on kitchen table where we eat. Will host many friends. Will see pretty reflection of fucking.”
It’s so long and Shane is so insane with need. He tries, breath panting.
“Please fuck me on our kitchen table... where we eat... Host friends... See p-p—"
"Pretty, very pretty," Ilya supplies.
"Pretty reflection,” Shane doesn't have to feel the burn on his face, he can see it. The helpless, wet look in his eyes. "Please. Please."
He is rewarded for his effort by the crinkle of plastic as Ilya finally puts his teeth to good purpose and tears the condom open.
Shane is panting. He is so ready, like a horse left too long in the starting gate and champing at the bit. Ilya drips lube down Shane’s ass and it drips down his hole, which Ilya quickly chases with his fingers, just to get enough in there.
Ilya lines up at his entrance.
“Welcome home, Sweetheart.” Ilya’s cock breeches Shane and he grunts hard and breathless. Shane is so much looser than he was when they started fucking a year ago, and Shane relishes it, relishes the ease which Ilya penetrates him, like his body is making space for Ilya’s cock permanently.
Ilya bottoms out, curses in Russian, Shane mutters French as a fair trade fuck, you’re going to fucking kill me. Thank god. Thank god.
Shane tries to keep his head pressed to the side, but Ilya starts pistoning and Shane has to press his head up or drag his face over the glass. The reflection is terrible, red all over, cloudy-eyed, wanting. Shane has never wanted to see himself like that, so laid bare, but Ilya’s hands are on his hips.
“Fuck, fuck. You see how perfect you are? See how fucking good you look, greedy, beautiful man. My fucking landlord.”
Shane keens. Ilya hasn’t even dropped his pants, just tucked his cock under the band and his pants brush against Shane’s balls in a stinging, tender way. The casual disregard for anything like equality between them makes Shane squirm harder, gets his good arm wrapped around the edge of the table so he can leverage a little push back.
Ilya grunts, thighs working as he fucks Shane harder. A SCREECHing as the table starts moving, juddering with each thrust, and Shane’s feet are moving from under him, he staggers forward. Ilya cranes over, his movements rough and unfocused, all that pent up energy from the hours waiting and stewing getting the best of him.
He splays himself over Shane’s back, mouth finding Shane’s cheek, and Shane can only look at their faint, prismatic reflection. He, kissed by Ilya, doubled, and Shane wants to double it again and again, double this moment forever.
Ilya comes hard and deep. Shane waits in his place as Ilya ties the condom and bends over, shoving his face in Shane’s loosened hole, tongue and teeth finding grooves to tease while his hand gropes loosely for Shane’s cock. He’s so languid after coming, the fire turned to confident satiety. He twists and wrings and bites and licks until Shane’s back arches and he sees his face crumpling, a heap of overwrought. His eager cock comes on the glass.
Shane leverages his good arm to hold himself up, but Ilya is there again, pressing him down with his weight until Shane’s belly smears against the glass, dragging his come over and onto himself. It’s filthy, degrading. A few more sputters of cum leak weakly out and dribble down Shane’s cock and he groans.
Shane lays there for a second, legs figuring out how to work again. Remembering what Ilya said about filthy bathroom sex and wondering if he really knew what he was getting into inviting Ilya Rozanov into his house.
He looks dazedly through the glass, glancing for any damage to the floor because they moved the table a good metre closer to the wall.
“I can’t believe you made me come on the kitchen table.”
Ilya gives Shane a big, smacking kiss on his cheek and pulls off. Shane rolls over fingers itching for a cloth. Ilya eyes him as he tucks his cock back into his sweats, tidy as can be. He goes to the kitchen and searches for a rag.
“Under the sink. Use the blue ones.”
Ilya wets it and returns, hand scraping up Shane’s body, lingering hard on his come smeared front. Shane sucks in his stomach on reflex, but Ilya lingers with such pleasure, such sweet little swipes that Shane sighes, eases into Ilya's hand. Ilya cleans Shane's ass and pats it like a good car. 
“I think I will like living here.”
“You think?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“Then you can clean the table.” Shane rubs his face, tingly, post-coital hormones firing like mad. The giddiness of control has yet to fade and he looks at Ilya again, as if checking that he hasn’t gotten morose after all their discussions during sex. Money and power and sex.
But who is having who has always been a twisting mystery for Shane, intrigues him more than any Christie novel ever could. What is Shane’s physical surrender to all that Ilya has handed him? And some part of him still thinks, I will have more of this. I will have him totally.
“Let’s move it back first,” Shane says. “Lifting this time.”
“Ah, the floors.” Ilya grips one side of the table, Shane the other, mindful of his shoulder. Ilya lets out a puff of air.
“Was fucking you very hard. Table is heavy.”
“I think we should establish rules about where we fuck,” Shane says, and he immediately hears what a fun-killer he is, how much he despises a good time in his stuffy voice. Thinks back to how many people he dated were baffled by Shane’s contrariness— totally passive in bed, utterly dominating in life.
Ilya does not say yes, nor does he argue. He folds Shane into a new shape with his compromise.
“Okay. New rule. I fuck you wherever, and I clean up afterwards. Simple, no? Now come, I think you will like how I put the trophies together. Mine on top of yours, like a little tower. After that, we get Anya from groomer, she is so excited to shed on your things.”
 
 
 
Shane hovers with indecision by the mailboxes. A large package waits, but not for him.
The building had mailboxes when Shane moved in and quietly but swiftly bought out the rest of the building. He kept his rennos to his living space, so the mailboxes stayed equipped for some twenty-five residents, even if Shane was the only one living there. He thinks of his confused mailman who never asked questions but also never really met Shane’s eyes when they passed each other. He dreads to think what conspiracy theories the man has come up with for why Shane might need a whole building, but it’s all fairly innocent, really.
Even when Shane leased the building, he didn’t like the idea of it getting too populous, and only let one family, (friends of his mother) lease the floor beneath him. He shooed them out when Ilya came back into his life and he, once again, needed a discreet and precious place to fuck and love Ilya Rozanov.
However, Ilya’s one condition for moving in was that he not be the only person in the building.
“Is crazy, you make me feel like princess in a castle waiting for you to come back.”
Shane grumbled initially at the accusation that there were any towers or princesses involved, then he started wringing his hands.
How exactly was Shane supposed to find residents while still keeping his sexuality and relationship with Ilya a secret for the next few months? In hockey-mad Montreal of all places? The whole reason he bought out the building was so he’d have a safe space to fuck Ilya in the first place. It still pretty much fulfills that purpose, even thirty odd years out.
Neighbours feel like something of an encroaching threat.
As if reading the panic on his face, Ilya raised a hand, said I handle it, so perfectly decisively that Shane could only trust him. Even if it made him itch.
In the end, Ilya found two families by the end of the week. An elderly Russian family that ran his favorite bodega, the Semenovs, who were not hockey fans and gave absolutely no damns about Ilya and Shane’s supposed fame. They clearly loved Ilya if the way they yelled at him in Russian and fed him incessantly meant anything.
The second family Ilya found was the Kims… Like the Semenovs, they were also old and uninterested in hockey, and forget about social media. Unlike the warm and involved Russian family, the old Korean couple were curmudgeons in Shane’s opinion.
Still, when Shane sees their package in the mail room, awkwardly long and heavy, he loathes the idea of his seventy-year-old tenants grappling with it.
Shane squats down and lifts the bottom, hefting the heavy parcel awkwardly into his arms and into the elevator. Usually, he takes the stairs but he doesn’t want to risk dropping it. Dreads the ensuing conversation if he did and worries intensely that they don’t have someone in their life to do this without Shane and Ilya around.
Shane stands on floor three and raps on the door, feeling a tight smile spread on his face when the door opens on Il-sung Kim.
“Mr. Kim, I saw you had a package and thought I’d bring it by.”
Mr. Kim glares at Shane, suspicious of his every word. Best Shane can figure, Mr Kim blames Shane for the Japanese war crimes against the Koreans in WW2. Which, seems a little silly because a) Shane wasn’t even born yet, and b) Shane’s parents literally fled Japan because of the war, but this felt rather pedantic to explain to the elderly man renting a whole floor from him at a discounted rate. Not that Mr. Kim seems to recognize that Shane is the landlord, but the point still chafes.
“Okay,” Shane says, leaning the box carefully at the wall.
He hears a burst of Korean from behind the door and the words, “Wait. Wait!”
Mrs. Chun-ja Kim appears with a Tupperware container. Wow, how did she get that so fast? She holds it two-handed to Shane who accepts it two-handed.
It contains cookies. Dry, terrible looking cookies.
Shane’s mind whirls, considers how to turn this gift away without being an asshole because he hates sweets, but maybe he should accept it. Maybe they are turning a new leaf.
“Wow, thank you. You didn’t have to—”
“Not for you. For your nice white friend.” Jesus fucking Christ. “He came to help fix my light yesterday. Don’t eat. I’ll know.”
Shane has to leave now.
He nods, grimacing a smile, and turns on his heel.
 
When Shane arrives at his apartment on the top floor, he sees Ilya in the living room, Anya on his lap. Shane holds up the Tupperware.
“Mrs. Kim?” Ilya asks. “Oh, she likes you.”
“Yeah fucking right.” Shane tells Ilya what Mrs. Kim says and feels very bitter about the grin spreading across his face. Ilya succeeded in finding people to move in who didn’t know anything about hockey and lacked internet literacy, but he might have picked people who didn’t have a vendetta against Shane for being Japanese. To be fair, Shane interviewed the Kims and the Semenovs over the phone under the guise of his property company and signed off. The Kims were very agreeable…when they couldn’t see Shane. Neither Shane nor Ilya could have guessed they needed to ask questions about lingering war crime grudges.
Still, the way they fawned over Ilya, his 'nice white friend,' made Shane hate his fiancé just a little.
“You didn’t have to bring package. Next time don’t if they act like this,” Ilya says simply.
“I can’t just leave it! What if they hurt themselves trying to lift something too heavy?” It hadn’t even occurred to Shane to leave them to struggle, even if he hemmed and hawed.
Ilya grins, eyes crinkling like Shane is entirely precious for being responsible. Precious is the last thing Shane feels. He scowls. Ilya rouses himself, scooting Anya off onto the floor to stand and smother Shane in his hug. Shane resists for a few moments.
“I’m sorry, Sweetheart. You win the Kims over eventually.” He kisses Shane’s cheek. “Cannot resist your nice nature. Persistent personality. Great ass.”
Shane snorts, relaxing almost against his will.
“Pretty sure only you think that.”
“No, I see Nina checking it out yesterday.”
“Ilya, she’s eighty-seven. She’s a grandmother of twelve.”
Ilya looks aghast at his restriction. Does Nina Semenov not deserve a life? Does she not deserve fantasies about your ass? his offended face says.
“It looks bigger every day, no one can blame her.”
Shane glows under the words, under the recognition of his effort paying off. He’s always liked being praised for what his body can do. It scratches an itch, like petting Anya behind her ears.
Speaking of, Anya is wriggling her face between their legs, wanting attention. Shane sighs and drops his hand, already wishing for the lint brush for his work slacks.
“Do you have enough neighbors, mon coeur?” Shane asks, maybe a touch pleading. Ilya’s got to be content with two families. The amount of times Shane has found Ilya one floor down in the Semenovs apartment, the door jammed open, holding court over beers and warm drinks as the Semenovs milled in and out like the hallway was just an extension of the living room is insane.
Ilya tilts his head. “I find one more family. See if you like them.”
“And should I expect them to blame me for WW2?”
“No, they’re not old. They are younger than us.”
“…How young?”
Ilya shrugs, hands him an application. Shane frowns and looks over the papers Ilya used from Shane’s management company. Renee and Pete Boucher. He sees their age and his eyebrows climb.
“Ilya, they’re twenty-four!”
“Yes.”
“I thought the point of your retirement community is having neighbors that wouldn’t care about outing us or have enough social media skills to.”
“They don’t care. I interviewed very carefully—”
“You met them? Ilya, if they post something—”
“Neither of them recognized me. Just young couple that works too much, need somewhere affordable to figure out life.”
Shane shakes his head, pissed and wordless. He logs onto social media and types up their names, finding a match in the Montreal area.
Renee and Pete are young. Pretty recent graduates in finance and engineering respectively. He flips backwards through their school years, looking for some hint of hockey fanning or larger deception. They do seem uninterested in hockey, but even still… Anyone might be tempted with the right kind of gossip. Five minutes of fame is irresistible to people who have no real glimpse of it on their own.
“I tell them the same lie. I share rent with friend to have part time property here for him to visit family. No one suspects… Many rooms in the apartment. I promise no one knows. The world does not revolve around us for long time, Shane.”
Shane shakes his head.
“You should have told me they were so young before meeting them. They could have recognized you, and if they see us together… You should have told me—”
Ilya stops, steps away. It smacks of a different argument. The shades are unpleasant.
“I never pick something to hurt you on purpose.”
“I know.” Doesn’t mean he hasn’t hurt Shane on accident plenty.
It’s not something Ilya can do anything about, either, just happens in an uncontrollable way that makes Shane’s hands shake.
“Fine. Tell them no,” Ilya says, curt.
Ilya goes to the kitchen. He starts cooking, banging things a little harder than he might normally, and Shane goes to their room and undresses. He feels foolish and frustrated with each layer he peels off.
He showers the day off and when he returns, Ilya is setting chicken breasts on the table. His cooking is the deft quickness of a parent. Not showy, but terribly efficient.
Shane gets lost in Ilya’s process, the quickness of his hands. It strikes Shane again, as it often does, the pleasure of having Ilya in his space. Ilya slotted in easily, as if his loud paintings were always meant to cheerfully clutter up Shane’s walls, as if his body was only waiting to expand and breathe fully, like nice wine, under Shane’s vaulted ceilings. Like the tile in the kitchen was made to match his skin tone—and all of it was, without being so, without Shane actively thinking it. All of this building, from floor to ceiling, is about Ilya.
Ilya clacks a plate in front of Shane and sits across from him at the kitchen table.
Shane’s plate is loaded just how he likes it with greens for fiber and two extra chicken breasts for protein.
Ilya’s is a ramshackle salad that Shane might call a fridge salad for all the odds and ends, nuts, berries, cheeses and yams he’s shoved into it.
He’s dieting for Shane, in his own way, for both their vanity.
When Shane takes a bite, finds it flavorful and adherent to his limits, he feels himself wilting under the care of Ilya’s attention, but too useless to find any words about it.
How many of Shane’s ex’s critiqued Shane’s food choices? How many loaded up his plate with their own foods while ignoring his wishes, reassuring, oh you’ll like it, I promise! To Shane, throwing food away is so rude, so despicable, and Shane forced each unhealthy, terrible textured item into his mouth in a bid to please them, even as it made him want to meltdown and throw the plate at the wall. And he could never finish it for his nausea no matter the ginger ale or Perrier he guzzled, and they would be upset at his lack of commitment or pitying because of his eating issues but Shane has never been able to explain the diet is as much for his body’s performance as it is for his unbearable pickiness about texture. They only understand the first even as the second always felt more pressing.
Ilya doesn’t ask about Shane’s relationship with food. Just cooks, calls out Shane for lying about his preferences (okay, he really does hate cake, why is it so crumbly?). Ilya makes everything to Shane’s taste and that little bit of extra flavor he can’t help but think Shane deserves.
His faintly doubled reflection stares up at him from the glass table. A small, tightly wound man. 
Shane eats his chicken, feels ungrateful.
In bed, Shane tucks himself into his arrangement of pillows to buttress his shoulder, watching Ilya carefully curl with a few pillows between his legs to stop the scraping of his knees against each other. Thinks that Ilya’s gotten so good at being sensitive— no, that isn’t true, he was always sensitive to Shane’s needs, his every unspoken desire. But now, he is open with it, so soft and tender and easy in giving it, whereas before he’d buy ginger ale for Shane and never admit it, only shrug and raise his eyebrow. Now he is brazen, direct with his care.
Shane’s hackles and hangups are a poor return.
Shane sighs, says. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
“I just… I don’t want to fail when I’m this close to doing coming out right because someone can’t keep it to themselves.”
“I know. I want this for you. Good coming out.”
His understanding makes it all the worse for Shane.
“I know I’m difficult—”
Ilya makes a short, annoyed noise, rolls over.
“Who tells you this? Fucking lie.” Ilya’s hand spreads, gropes out and lands on Shane’s chest. He squeezes his muscle loosely, easily. Just to hold.
Ilya says, “You are so easy for me.”
Shane sighs, feels the burning rise to his eyes and gracelessly rides out that aching feeling of being loved so much.
 
 
Shane, after weighing the issue, schedules a call with the Bouchers and reluctantly finds them well-spoken, courteous, and satisfactory in terms of lacking hockey knowledge. A bit too violent, is actually the phrase Pete uses, when Shane makes repeated small talk about the sport that they eventually, cannot just politely reflect. That they are so much younger may be a point in their favor, as Ilya and Shane were only passing figures in their childhoods, and even if the Bouchers choose to get into hockey, neither of Ilya nor Shane are especially relevant. Against his paranoia, Shane lets them move in.
He runs into Mrs. Renee Boucher a few weeks later in the mail area.  Renee is a blonde woman with a tall pile of tangled blonde hair in a clip, sweat stains under her smart grey suit. She nods to Shane as she fishes out her letters. Renee doesn’t blink at seeing Shane, doesn’t ask for an autograph, and doesn’t quietly but persistently condemn him for the war atrocities of the Japanese. Something of a home run, all said.
Shane marvels to himself, wonders how Ilya finds these odd hockey-less people in Montreal or whether they are just that old now—
“Um…” a low, feminine voice says.
Shane stops, his key in the door for the stairs, turns. Dread cooks quick in his stomach.
“Yes?”
“I was wondering, if you, uh, maybe…” Renee pauses, blows a piece of hair out of her face. “Know the number for the landlord?”
“The landlord?” Shane blinks. Clearly she doesn’t recognize his voice from the phone, and to be fair she’s not the first. He fidgets on his feet unsure of whether to correct her or not.
“Yeah, my husband and I were thinking of maybe hanging a couple things. Our diplomas. I don’t know, feels stupid to do, but uh, I can’t find our copy of the contract and I don’t remember what it says about nails in the walls.”
Oh, Shane has a few feelings about those.
Renee is still going on. “I know Ilya is his representative, but Pete said he’s not in the apartment—”
The landlord’s representative??? God, Ilya.
“I, uh, have the number for the property company.” Shane tries not to sweat as he pulls up the contact information for his own management company on his phone.
“Thanks.” She peers over and types the number into her own cracked screen. “I honestly don’t know what to make of this whole thing. Empty building. Only like five units being used. Pete kept saying there must be something wrong with the place. It’s a bad sign right?”
Actually, it’s four units, but Shane won’t correct her as to where he lives.
“I think it’s fine, I’ve been here for a while.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah, it’s just… very specific about who they accept, I guess. The building is really great, good location, nice foundations, the windows per square footage is really…” He bites his tongue to stop talking specs to her. She blinks.
“Well, if you haven’t been murdered yet, that’s good.”
Shane swallows, smiles. Wonders again why all his behaviours get ascribed murderish intent. But whatever he’s not going to take it personally, is he? He should leave, but…
“I have some command strips if you want to borrow some. Those are better for the walls and they have a lot of different hooks and attachments.”
“Oh, you don’t have to do that—”
“It’s no trouble. I can bring them by.”
Shane looks at the ceiling tiles, counts them until she huffs to herself.
“Uh, thanks, we’re in unit 12.”
Shane’s glad she told him what her unit was before he showed up at the right place without her telling him. God only knows the serial killer accusations he’d get then.
 
Shane arrives with a bag of command strips, and in his form of small talk asks if she has a leveler.
She doesn’t, which is how Shane ends up standing in his socks on her couch helping her hang a small photo Pete and Renee and their dog. Timbit is far better behaved than Anya, an old shaggy creature that barely stirs from the bed as it watches Shane pad around the apartment.
Shane would never call Anya a bad dog, but she certainly has room for improvement.
Shane learns that they were evicted from their last apartment with short notice because their baby was too loud (“he raised the rent so high we couldn’t afford it, but only for our apartment because it was a corner. Fucking bullshit”), and they were desperate for somewhere to live. Apparently, they came suggested through the Semenov’s because their baby liked the milk products sold in the store and their situation was pitiable enough to catch Nina Semenov’s attention. Now they have no neighbors which solves the noise complaints, and neither Renee nor Pete is willing to be evicted over some nails in the walls.
Shane privately concedes that Ilya has once again found ideal tenants all too respectful of Shane’s perfect building.
Renee asks if Shane has any kids, which is what most parents seem to think passes as small talk, and Shane discusses Anya instead with so much frustrated affection that Renee laughs.
Pete comes home halfway through the hanging job, their sixteen-month-old strapped to his chest. He wears a postal worker’s uniform.
Pete raises a brow at seeing Shane barefoot on his couch, but introduces himself and baby Beatrice steadily.
Renee follows them to the kitchen to get the baby’s food ready. They lower their voices... but their apartment is still being set up. Without any rugs down yet or curtains hung there isn't much to absorb the sound and Shane can’t help but overhear their conversation in Quebecois.
Who’s this guy? 
One of our neighbors, offered to help hang things.
You know another man might be jealous. 
Shane’ s face burns. He didn’t even think of the optics of this. Is he really that gay?
Another man might… Renee laughs, playful, but I think he’s that way, you know.
Shane’s whole face fully flushes. He fumbles with the leveler and anxiously gets off the couch. He sets it on the coffee table, rubbing his sweating hands on his trousers.
“Renee? I think I should head out. I have, uh, dinner plans.”
“Okay, thank you for the help!” She comes out, juggling Beatrice in hand. “Please come by for dinner sometime, or a drink. We don’t have a lot of time but we’d love to host you.”
Shane minces a smile and leaves, just in time to hear the quiet but embarrassed question of, Shit. Do you think heard us?
 
Shane finds Ilya in the shower, and he makes short work of his clothes to join him.
“Bad timing, I’m almost at the end,” Ilya says, even as he makes space for Shane to share the spray. The impishness on his face suggests he wouldn’t mind getting dirty again.
“I met the Bouchers,” Shane says, grumpy as he enters the wash. It steams over his face, into his coarse hair. Ilya rubs his fingers through Shane’s locks, relishing the thick, choppy texture, so different than his tangly curls.
“And? They do not recognize you, right?”
“No. But they… I think they think I’m gay.”
“You are gay,” Ilya says.
“I know that, but how do they know that?”
Ilya gives him an amused look and blows a little water out of his mouth.
“What?”
“I think you are so used to thinking you are only gay person in the room, you forget to look for others.”
“You think that they—”
“No, but I think it means you have very underdeveloped uh, gaydar? That’s the word?”
“You think they just knew?” Shane is terrified by this idea. He’s heard of the concept before but thought it was a joke. 
“I knew you were,” Ilya says. “Even before you gave me big look in the shower.”
Ilya kisses Shane’s cheek, his throat. Wet and warm. Shane is a little stymied.
“Do you think other people know? Do they just… Do they not say anything because I’m Shane Hollander.”
Ilya pulls away, looks at Shane’s face. “What is this? You’re worried you’re not good enough at acting straight? Sweetheart, everyone will know soon.”
“I know that—”
“You don’t want to be good at acting like what you are not anyway.”
“I know… Just. I don’t like the feeling people were indulging me.”
“People see what they want to see. Straight, scared hockey men and egotistical commissioners most of all. None of them would ever guess.”
That is… more reassuring than it ought to be.
Shane submits himself to Ilya for the wash and a quick hand job before the two prepare for bed. Shane has tried to interest Ilya in a little more skin care, especially for how often he hovers behind Shane as he does it, but Ilya just winks, says, I am okay if you’re the pretty one.
So hilariously untrue. Shane looks like an office worker, bland with tight lines on his face. Sure, he used to be the face of sponsorships, but that was when he was young. He knows the way time has made him less and less desirable even before he quit hockey, sponsorships moving on to fresh-faced nineteen-year-olds, regardless of their lackluster scoring. Shane doesn’t mind, but he just doesn’t want to fool himself.
Ilya is still tousled, longer curls, irrepressible, careless beauty. Yes he's careworn, carries his exhaustion more plainly, but his face is still gorgeous to Shane, scruffy and strong. Shane lets Ilya’s lax skin care go, accepts the warm hands on his hips, against his ass. Hopes Ilya can feel the change in his body as he works to make himself stronger.
He and Ilya settle themselves in the bed, sorting their pillows.
“Are you still okay to meet Hayden weekend after next?”
“Will be the highlight of my life,” Ilya swears, dryly.
Shane tries to get comfortable in his bed, can’t.
“Can we talk about a few things…?”
“Always. No need to ask so politely, like we are interviewing in bed.”
Shane huffs. He was just being polite, giving Ilya warning.
“Hayden asked me if we were going to adopt any kids.”
Ilya’s mouth opens. Shuts. He looks at Shane across his silk pillow cover, wondering.
Shane swallows. God, is that hope in his eyes?
Shane instantly knows that, if Ilya wants, Shane will give him a child. Even as it carves out time of his career, precious time with Ilya. Shane wants so badly to give him that. A child was not something he wrote on his list of things he provides for Ilya, but it can be. He can make it be.
“Is it something you want?” Ilya asks.
Shane shrugs. “Is it what you want?”
Ilya scans his face, expression scrunched.
“Is it what you want?”
Shane feels a little dizzy now.
“Should we… ask Niko?”
Ilya blinks, then laughs.
“What?” Shane demands.
“You are worried he be jealous as an only child?”
“I would be,” Shane says. It’s not silly.
“Yes, you were a selfish only child, weren’t you?” Ilya should not be so fond saying that, hand reaching out to stroke Shane’s hair, thumb petting the cusp of his hairline.
“Not that selfish.” Shane tries.
“I think maybe you are.” Ilya smiles. “To be honest, you are the only baby for me at the moment. If you want one later, maybe we talk—”
Shane stumbles. “I’m not your… I don’t… I… If you want one later, we can talk.”
“Shane. I thought I would die many times raising Nikolaj. He jumped off our roof once. Was three stories! I know how demanding having kids is. I did it once. I do not want to do again unless you really want to,” Ilya finally says bluntly, and a huge breath of relief explodes from Shane.
Thank fuck.
It must show because Ilya snickers, cranes his neck to kiss into Shane’s hair.
“My selfish baby,” Ilya croons.
“Stop saying that,” Shane complains. Still, he’s fucking glad Ilya said something. He shivers to think about the two of them halfheartedly going along with adoption ideas just because they thought that’s what the other wanted. (It really is only Hayden who wanted, vicariously looking for another kid to add to the collection, probably.)
“There’s a lot we need to discuss,” Shane realizes. “About our marriage. Where we’ll live, work, how to handle holidays—”
Ilya groans. “Whiny baby.”
“Fuck off. This is important. And we have to be honest.”
“Yes, okay. But can wait til after the wedding, no?”
“There really isn’t anything you want to know now?”
Ilya mulls it over. Shane expects the blow off, maybe with another use of that annoying pet name (whatever happened to ‘Sweetheart?’ Shane is literally 48 years old). Instead, Ilya quietly asks.
“Do you want open marriage?”
It takes the air from Shane’s chest. The very thought— After all he did to get Ilya back—
“You want an open marriage?”
Ilya makes an annoyed sound. “No. No asking me. You. Honesty, okay?”
“No.” Shane cannot be more clear.
“Okay.” Ilya smiles, it’s a little crooked, might just be an effect of being laid sideways. “My baby really is selfish.”
Shane will take that stupid appellation if it means that Ilya stops talking about—
“What if it is only for you?”
“If what is? …The open marriage?” Shane is agog.
“Yes, you can be selfish with me, what I do, and also have…” He does that Slavic thing where he sort of nudges his shoulders and tilts his head. Shane usually finds it charming. Right now it is infuriating.
“So you’re not selfish with me?” Shane demands.
It’s dizzying this idea, so unsettling to even consider. The sickening solidifies.
Ilya hesitates before he shakes his head. “I want you to have.”
“I don’t want to have,” Shane spits. He can’t help himself, he sits up.
“Okay,” Ilya says, still hedging. Still not believing him. “But later if you want—”
“I can’t…” Shane feels his jaw working, blinking hard. His head feels hot, hands sweaty that hot feeling building behind his eyes. He hates it. Doesn’t want to let it win. “I need to… go. I can’t sleep here tonight.”
Ilya blinks, levering himself up. Hurt crashes across his face all at once, twisting his handsome features into anger. He looks dramatic like this, severe like an oil painting.
“You joking? You are one who says we need honest discussion! Then get mad when I talk about important marriage question. And now you try to leave our bed?!”
Shane shakes his head, he can’t talk, his throat is tight. Ilya crawls closer on the bed, wincing as his knee creaks. Shane forces himself still as Ilya pets his neck carefully. As always, his soft, knowledgeable touch sets Shane’s climbing temperature lower, fights against the helpless climb of overmuchness that eats at Shane’s bones.
“I am sorry. I don’t know why upsets you. If you do not want we won’t have.”
Shane feels his tense shoulders beginning to slacken, his breath slowing.
“I only ask because is normal in a lot of marriages—”
Shane’s shoulders tighten. Oh.
“In yours? Yours and Svetlana’s?”
Ilya looks cornered, helpless to answer with anything other than a nod.
Shane expels himself from their bed like a ghost exorcised. He lies alone in the guest room.
When Ilya knocks at 3am, Shane pretends he is asleep and not wondering how he will ever close the gap between him and Svetlana Rozanov.
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  Shane is relieved to have work as an excuse to fly out early the next day. More relieved than he wishes he was. Ilya is plainly hurt as he eyes Shane packing from the bed. A betrayed blue eye peaks out under curls against the pillow.
Last night, Ilya came for Shane, knocking, begging, pleading. Shane did not answer. Pretended deafness. This morning the pleading has darkened to a bitter despondence that makes Ilya look abruptly foreign in Shane’s old apartment. He is a strange, wounded creature tangled in bedspread.
Shane wonders if this is the version of him that called drunk in 2018 and 2019 after each room number went ignored, the Ilya who cried so sweetly and drunkenly over the phone, offered the world to Shane. Tell me what I can do. Will do anything. Will divorce her, please, please, Shane, please. I love you.
Maybe it’s weary practice, but Shane doesn’t feel any pity stir. Doesn’t feel much of anything, too tired and too much to do. The numbness is welcome, a cooling balm to Ilya’s heated, emotional touchiness.
Shane has assembled himself too well to allow anything other than a single look cool at Ilya, dedicating himself to packing. He has a meeting later, notes to review. Issues to handle before the playoffs begin in earnest. It’s plenty to think about. He’s already thinking about all of the everything of his work and it’s delightfully much.
“Shane… we must talk about this,” Ilya says, rolling over when Shane grabs his bag to go.
“We can talk later, Ilya.” Shane feels glossy, smooth. Easy like the ice to slip out of his apartment and to the airport. Flying far enough up, the city and Shane’s apartment are small.
 
 
They don’t talk about it later. Shane arrives home with enough time to unpack, look at his copy of Dating Late in Life before he forces himself to shelve the book altogether. He shaves, trying not to feel any sort of way about doing it himself. He’s been doing shaving since he was fourteen, for fuckssake.
Shane returns home after a long workday and finds a box at his door. He unpackages it over a dinner of asparagus and chicken, too tired to call tonight, sorry.
It’s the demo invitation cards for their wedding. Shane weighs the different cardstocks and feels estranged from the twining embossed curlicues tying their names together.
He sighs. What are they doing?
Shane should call Ilya. Should apologize for leaving. Should let Ilya crack into Shane’s heart and stir that empathy that rises so easily for him.
Shane leaves the cardstock on the table. He’ll make the choice later. He’s too tired to do it now.
 
 
With Ilya’s team in the thick of play, Shane has been the one traveling, but he is grateful that his current workload precludes a Montreal visit at the moment.
The season is tying all the loose ends before the Olympic break, handling promotions, interviews, and general posturing for all the MLH players in the Swiss Olympic village. Shane halfheartedly promises to call Ilya at night when he gets off (unlikely he ever will, at the rate things are moving) but for now, he grapples with overtime. He’s been arguing all day over playoff arrangements with a Florida hotel chain which has suddenly changed their specialty rates after an alligator was found in a player’s bathtub. (Player says he didn’t put it in there, but the hotel points out the alligator would have needed a keycard. Player brashly suggests gator swallowed one— It’s been a whole thing.)
Ilya offered to come visit Shane, saying his team could manage one game without the coach, besides, my Nika is in New York for a game. Perfect excuse. There’s a desperate edge to Ilya’s message which Shane pretends not to sense.
Shane says no— not only because Shane doesn’t have the bandwidth for the conversation, but because even if they do keep it simple and uncomplicated, Ilya has a way of making working from home more about working Shane from home. He doesn’t think his overflowing inbox could tolerate another footjob.
And it feels mean, but he doesn’t want Ilya to use Shane’s body to make this feel better. He doesn’t want to feel better, he just wants to focus on his work until the unwell, bright anger fizzles out into exhaustion. It’s not like he has a right to be mad about what Ilya did in his last marriage anyway and Shane was the one who brought Svetlana up anyway. So it’s all fine. A topic that will keep.
Normally Shane would wonder if he should text something to Niko. It’s the same internal discussion he has every time Niko comes into town— is it odd just to text because they’re in the same area? Wouldn’t Niko reach out if he wanted to talk to Shane? Won’t Shane just come off as desperate and trying too hard to be liked? And while Shane does want to be liked by Niko, he has to go about it carefully. Strategically. 
Today, Shane does not go through the rigamarole of second-guessing a text. At this point, what Shane wants— What Shane needs, is a break from all things Rozanov. Space to be in his zone, focus on something productive so he doesn’t have to think about uncomplicated, lovely Svetlana and her perfect ease in knowing Ilya loved her most and would never wander from her side no matter how many other people in their open relationship he fucked or she fucked, or maybe they fucked together because Ilya was so goddamned unselfish and evolved that he certainly didn’t care who Shane fucked—
The takeout menu in Shane’s hand crinkles aggressively and he takes a breath. Tries to settle his nerves. He rubs his eyes and flattens the menu out. He has to pick something and then give it to Kimmi so she can make her choice for the late night office food run. He focuses hard, searching for the one dinner item for the office-comped meal not fried, spine shiveringly crunchy nor mushy on the menu.
His desk phone rings, and Shane picks it up, eyes still glued to the glossy menu options.
“Hollander speaking.”
His assistant, Merrium. “It’s an outside call from Nikolaj Rozanov? He said you had a preexisting meeting you wanted to talk to him about?”
Speak of the devil…
Shane blinks, a clenching in his chest that has everything to do with anxiety. Why isn’t Nikolaj just calling his personal cell?
Merrium goes on. “I told him I have access to your schedule, and there is no meeting scheduled but he insisted—”
“I’ll take the call, Merrium.”
Her silence is as effectively judgmental as anything his mother ever managed.
Shane’s mind works quickly, maneuvering himself out of her gossipy suspicion.
“It’s about the awards, we talked, mentioned maybe presenting again. You are right that he’s confused about a meeting though.” That affirmation seems to mollify her, plays on her vice of always knowing best.
“Hmm. I’ll pass him along.”
Shane bites his tongue, hoping he’s quelled the gossip people hanker for in these boring office halls.
Again, why isn’t Nikolaj calling Shane’s cell and avoiding all this odd publicity of a player reaching out to the deputy commissioner? There’s no way Ilya told him about their argument, right? That would be insane to mention to your teenaged kid, and even more insane of Niko to call Shane about it, but what if he is? What does Shane say?
“Hollander,” Shane says by habit when he hears the line connect. He thinks he’s prepared for anything.
He’s not.
“Hey, so you are in New York. I don’t have my phone so Uber’s out, and my money’s all on my digital wallet—”
“Niko, what—”
“Can you pick me up?”
“…What? Where are you?”
 
Shane parks his sensible jeep outside the New York police station.
He raced out of the office, citing family emergency in a way that earned him raised eyebrows and a sympathetic look from Kimmi. Shane gave Ilya a call, but Ilya is knee deep in his own warmups for his game at this point. Has his phone turned off, more likely than not.
Shane’s heart thumps in his neck, nervousness building as he scales the steps and finds Nikolaj Rozanov in the lobby of the police station.
Not shackled, thank God, but his knuckles are bruised. He leans insouciantly on an intake desk, talking with two police officers. He turns when he sees Shane, revealing his face has a clean cut along his cheek that has been fixed with butterfly tape.
“Jesus Christ, what happened?” Shane addresses this as much to the cops as Niko.
“Carjacking,” the cop says. “Hey, Shane Hollander!”
“Yeah, car’s gone.” Niko rolls his shoulders. “Can you drive me to my game or…?”
“What? Carjacking?? Like, your car?”
“Yeah, my car. I wasn’t doing the jacking,” Niko says, all dry and amused and it makes Shane feel like he’s bitten a lemon. “Guess everyone was right about renting a Lambo being too flash.”
Shane makes a noise of intense disbelief and irritation. Why the hell would anyone rent a Lamborghini for an away game? No that isn’t the point. The point is the Grand Theft Auto. The point is Niko’s cut face. The point is calling Ilya for a conversation that Shane definitely doesn’t want to be a part of when they’re knee deep in a spat, which isn’t engagement ruining, but is definitely give me some fucking space requiring.
Immune to Shane’s spiraling thoughts, Nikolaj glances at the clock on the wall. “Puck drop is in an hour. They’re already going to be pissed I’m late for warmups.”
“Is there. I’m sorry. What is…” Shane is malfunctioning. “Officer. Is there something we need to… report?”
The officer, a woman who looks as amused at Niko as anyone in orbit of a Rozanov (it’s an annoying trick) shakes her head.
“Well, if we catch the guy, we’ll let you know. He might press charges for assault but since he had a knife—”
“Assault?” Shane finally slotting in the redness on Niko’s knuckles. “You hit him? And he had a knife?”
Niko riles. “It was my fucking Lambo.”
Stop saying Lambo. Shane bites his cheek. “It was a rental.”
Niko gives him a deeply disappointed look, like Shane has missed the entire point.
“Niko, are you okay?” Shane turns to look at his face, but Niko tilts his chin up and away, hiding his wounded cheek.
Shane examines Niko’s green eyes, searching for a hint of that considerate, well-meaning kid he met for dinner all those months ago, but whether it’s adrenaline from the carjacking or the nearness to game time, Niko is fronting hard. Worse, he’s as good at it as Ilya was at that age. Niko is all bared teeth and sharp smiles. Nothing glinting at softness underneath, just an easy dismissiveness and glib words, blustering past every soft edge.
Shane can’t handle this right now. But is handling it. Will handle it.
Long enough that he can dump Niko with his team at least.
“Okay. Fine. Just… Do I sign him out?”
“I’m eighteen—”
“He’s eighteen,” the cop says at the same time. “Hey, can I get a picture Hollander? You’ve always been big for my parents.”
“No,” Shane says, always nice to know he was an icon (for the older generation, specifically). He forces a smile. “Not now. Thanks. I appreciate that your parents are fans—”
“I mean, I am too,” she overcorrects. “Really.”
“Right, but we need to get on our way.”
“Yeah, for sure. Game’ll be on soon. Helping out your rival’s son though, that’s crazy.”
“Thanks. Yeah, I got that.” Shane starts for the door, because he’d rather get out of here than get actual answers about what the fuck happened. He stops though, turns around and trudges back to the desk. “It’s because I work for the MLH. That’s why I’m here, not because he’s my ex-rival’s son.”
The officer blinks at Shane, clearly having started talking shit the moment he headed for the door, and now looks only more bewildered. Ex-rival, she mouths to the desk clerk, mystified.
Shane turns on his heels, deeply humiliated, and walks back to a head-shaking Niko. Can this night get any worse?
 
Shane directs Niko to the Jeep and waits until both of them are inside to turn on the teenager and demand the whole story.
So what the fuck happened is this. On a street corner in New York City, one Nikolaj Ilyich Rozanov was in his rental Lamborghini blasting music at a light with his windows down when someone charged the driver’s side with a knife, held it up to his face. Told him to get the fuck out of the car.
Niko did, because he has an iota of intelligence (from his mother, Shane suspects).
The asshole car thief got in, and because Niko is a Rozanov at heart, he far-too-quickly got over his fear and booked it to the corner where the Lamborghini’s escape was derailed by a big family crossing the street.
“You caught up to the car?” Shane really wishes there was a chapter in his self-help book for this.
“I’m not a pussy about cardio like my old man.”
“Ilya’s a great runner.”
Niko gives him a pitying look. You’re so sad, it says, for your blindness.
“And you what, had a knife fight through the window?” Shane knows there’s a metaphor about bringing fists or something to a knife fight here, but for the sudden throbbing in his head he can’t remember it. Fucking teenagers is about the cadence of the pounding.
“I got a couple good punches in before he drove around,” Niko says.
“You’re lucky you still have your hand!” Ilya is going to flip his fucking lid when he finds out.
“Yeah, well this lucky hand is going to score a couple goals tonight, so that’s what’s up.”
Shane shakes his head. “Your coach isn’t going to want you to play after this. What did he say when you called?”
“I told you, my phone was in the car, so bye-bye.” Niko says, waving. Shane knows better than to ask if he has the coach’s number memorized. He suddenly gets why Ilya is griping about feeling old all the time.
Shane rubs his head. “Your dad is going to pass out. Did you at least call him?”
“I don’t know his number either.”
Shane glowers. He’s not like his parents, who could rattle phone numbers off the top of their heads like they were nuclear codes, but Shane always memorized at least the handful of important numbers in his life. Niko doesn’t even know his father’s?
“The police looked up the team number online, but the website told me to call the central MLH office, and they never directed me to the coach. They hung up on me twice when I claimed to be Niko Rozanov after a carjacking, so I had to lie about having a meeting with you—”
Shane holds out his phone to Niko. “Leave your father a message.”
“No.”
“What? Do it.”
“We’re not telling him.”
Shane boggles at him. Not telling him?
It’s ludicrous to be avoiding this because Ilya loves his son with a devastating firmness. He will never be angry. Maybe a little disappointed about chasing the car, but is Niko really this much of a coward to face the consequences of his actions? Some of this much show on his face because Niko sighs and capitulates.
“Fine! Whatever. Can you drive me to the game afterwards?”
Shane nods tightly. If only so Niko can prove he’s alive and put his coach and teammates at ease before they file a missing persons about him not showing up.
Niko waves the phone on the contact reading I ♡ and gets out of the car, slamming the door hard. He walks a little away for privacy. Shane breathes through his nose hard as he watches through the windshield as Niko leaves the message.
Is there a self-help book that can tell him if it’s weird to pick up your fiancé’s son from jail after a Lamborghini car jacking when you’re fighting with said fiancé about an open marriage he had with his dead wife?
Shane can’t help but feel woefully out of his depth.
(It’s a feeling he despises.)
Niko gets back into the car with a sullen slump, putting the phone back on the console. His eyes bore out of the glass as Shane starts the engine. Shane feels awkward now, like he stepped over the line in telling Niko what to do. Niko’s an adult. Shane’s not his… Shane’s just the one guy he could call to pick him up. What was he thinking lecturing him?
“It’ll be okay,” Shane tries.
Niko scoffs. Shane feels immediately insufficient.
“I just want this night to be over,” Niko says.
Shane nods. He understands that.
Niko starts, “Is there any… Nevermind.”
“What?”
“Is there anything you can do to stop this from getting out?” Niko asks. Shane glances over, only sees his turned cheek and the butterfly bandage spreading to the edges of a cut. Shane feels himself soften. Niko had a real knack for getting into trouble…
“Are you ever going to chase a car thief again?”
Niko turns now, gives Shane an accusatory look that suggests Shane’s dry tone went way over his head or is at the very least unappreciated.
“I can see what I can do.” Shane already has a full workload, but Niko is Ilya’s. “I can reach out to a few reporter’s I know.”
Niko nods once, tightly. “Thanks.”
“No biggie.”
Niko unclenches a little, glances up at Shane and then away.
 
 
Outside the stadium, Shane considers staying in the car for all of thirty seconds before the comprehension of Niko all-too-successfully lying his way onto the ice forces his responsible nature into action.
When they arrive inside the arena, even going through the back, there are a lot of heads jerking their way.  Shane can see the headlines writing themselves. Shane Hollander seen with former rival’s son. Maybe he’s arrogant putting his own name first, but from the looks that are leveled with him, Shane still unfortunately thinks he might be the fascinator in all of this. It makes his skin itch and he can feel himself settling into his work mode.
Shane follows the instructions from the security after showing his ID (Yes, he is deputy commissioner, no it’s not a surprise inspection, just helping a player out). Eventually they are sent to the locker room of the Buffalo Blades.
Shane opens the door without knocking— he just wants to explain the night to the coach and be done with this whole clusterfuck. After tonight, he knows now exactly how much he isn’t cut out for raising kids and the answer is a lot.
The locker room falls quiet when Shane enters.  The players, in various stages of undress, look gobsmacked. The coach, a man named Bustier who Shane only vaguely remembers facing, fumbles his whiteboard and drops it.
Then Niko comes in and a wave of shouts and chirps come.
“Fucking finally!”
“Had to make a big entrance you fucker.”
“Did you trip on your skates on the way in or what?”
Niko claps his hands. “No worries, I’m here to save all your asses.”
“Can we talk?” Shane says quickly to Bustier. “MLH business.”
Shane doesn’t mind how this gets low hisses and oohs from the players. He’d rather everyone know the fake reason he’s here than whatever gossip their hockey addled minds could cook up for why he’s with Niko.
Bustier takes him aside.
“What is it? What did Rozanov say now?” Bustier asks warily, and Shane has to bite his lip. Fair or not, Niko's image isn’t as totally rehabilitated by his MLH awards speech as Shane hoped.
He tries to gentle his face, knows he must be coming across fire and brimstone because that is generally what anxiety makes him do (that or robotics, or a meltdown. He too wishes the options were different).
“It’s nothing Niko did.” Perhaps a little generous reading considering Niko chased down a stolen car, but still. “He was involved in a carjacking with his rental.”
Bustier swears.
“Goddamnit! We told him about the Lambo—”
“Stop saying Lambo.”
Bustier shuts his mouth, and Shane feels terrible.
“Sorry, it’s been a long night,” Shane says, like a fool. Bustier just nods, like he won’t speak until Shane gives him permission and it’s this kind of awe from people who were technically his peers at one point that makes Shane wonder how exactly people see him. It can’t be healthy for him to be on a pedestal this high, right?
“What he’s trying to say it that I’m still good to play,” Niko puts forth, having muscled past all the jostling of his teammates to join their quiet corner conversation.
“No, that is not what I’m saying.” Shane chews on his words mentally until they become MLH ready. “I’m only here to brief you on the situation and let you know that the MLH will handle the legal issues in tandem with the team’s PR should any arise on Monday.”
“Why would any issues arise—”
Shane pretends he didn’t hear because he’s not getting into Niko assaulting his attacker. “And that I, as a representative of the MLH cannot tell you how to manage or direct your players, but I can strongly advise that Niko is in no state to play at the moment.”
Bustier swallows hard. “Got it.”
“Uh, no, don’t got it!” Niko says. “Clarimont and Kandinski are already out for injuries—”
“But we still have Miller on reserve,” Bustier says. “Just sit this one out, Rozanov.”
Niko turns on Shane with a furious look, and Shane lets it glance off his calm face. Sorry, the adults are taking. 
 
Shane really tries to leave after getting all that sorted out, but he sees Niko whispering in hushed tones to the assistant and thinks that his chances of talking his way back onto the ice might be a little too good with that Rozanov charm, so Shane confidently asks if there is anywhere for the two of them to sit and watch the game, since they came all this way.
They are shuffled to the private box and Shane grudgingly trades permission for them to film him in the Buffalo section with the caveat that Nikolaj not be in the shot lest he show player favoritism. The Buffalo PR man nods obsequiously, clearly glad to ignore the innate hypocrisy to get Shane’s team favouritism on camera.
Which is how Shane and a scowling Niko end up sitting three seats apart in the top rung of the Buffalo box.
The game starts and Shane waits for the steady reliability of the jumbotron to find him in his work clothes. His name is announced and he waves, gives a practiced smile and feels a little warmth at the swell of applause and cheers that break out over the arena even all these years later. Ice is always cleared, cleaned, rehardened for play, but it is nice to think he’s left something of a mark on it.
Once the game starts though and the cameras are on the players, Shane pulls out his phone and dives into his inbox. The number of emails is staggering and Shane is already not looking forward to the delicate way he’s going to have to report the second Nikolaj Rozanov incident on Monday, even if he is keeping a lid on it for the public. How many emails and Teams messages will that net? Maybe thirty or more.
He does his best to sort through his inbox, ignoring Niko’s wordless irritation.
Niko is not content to be ignored nor wordless. “I could still play.”
“Niko, you survived being stabbed. Isn’t that enough adrenaline for one night?”
“It wasn’t a stabbing,” Niko groans. “It barely caught my cheek.”
“It’s a knife, that means stabbing.” Shane types while he talks, taking pauses so he can add the right words in his email because he wrote ‘stabbing’ on accident.
“You know the first thing my dad said about you when I asked him to describe you?”
Shane’s fingers pause on his phone and he blinks at Niko.
“He has a big important job. Is workaholic.” Niko says in a rather good, if overdone impression of Ilya.
Shane fights the initial flinch. He jetted away from Ilya under just such an excuse… He’s not exactly happy to have his work be the first thing mentioned about him, but he understands why. Is in the process of giving people something way bigger to talk about, to be fair.
If Shane was still a hockey player, he’d like to say, Only because your Papa is too polite to say I’m a great fuck. 
But those I’m fucking you parent chirps seem wildly inappropriate as an adult, even if Niko is a pro hockey player who chirps with the best and chases after knife-wielding car jackers.
How do people even talk to teenagers? Needing careful handling like children, and yet resenting it. Shane doesn't think he was ever this type of creature, and he struggles plainly to relate.
He swallows the chirp, is an adult.
“Your father has no issue with how much I work,” Shane says, because at least he knows that’s the truth, even if it feels terribly boring leaving his mouth.
“Yeah cause he’s a workaholic too,” Niko grumbles.
“Which of the three of us tried to go to work after a carjacking?” Shane points out, and Niko grins, big and pleased at that.
Shane gives him a flat look. It’s not really cute, Niko, he tries to say with his eyes, and Niko only sighs.
“He did also say you were boring, which is pretty freaking true.”
Shane can only grin. Their secret love language makes Niko shake his head, put off. Niko crosses his arms and mulishly watches his team play. They are doing pretty well, from what Shane can glance between sending his messages.
Buffalo and Tampa are tied one-one into the last few minutes of the second period when Buffalo’s center, Miller, slaps a shot at the goaltender who curls his body around the puck. Miller doesn’t stop though, his stick jamming at the goaltender and quicker than lightning, Tampa’s defense drops gloves and Miller goes head first into the goalpost.
The CLANG against metal has Shane fully darkening his phone and watching the ensuing brawl.
Niko is on his feet as the refs pull it apart. Even the audience is muted with concern until Miller holds up a thumbs up from the gurney, blood slipping down his head. He seems mentally with it, considering the bleeder on his head.
Shane frowns, turns to Niko—only to find him stepping over the chair and heading for the door.
“Niko— where the fuck are you going?”
“There are no more alternate centers!” Niko says. “Are you kidding me? I have to play.”
“You didn’t even warm up—”
“We’re in break, I have time.”
Niko pulls the door open just as a teamster from the Buffalo Blades is pulling on the handle.
Instead of looking at Niko, the teamster gives Shane a beseeching, squirrelly look. Please let us play hockey Mr. Deputy Commissioner Sir.
Shane rubs his forehead. Balances the headache Niko will be versus Ilya, but the truth is Shane doesn’t really have the power here. I tried, his epithet will read about this whole thing.
Shane takes the hand off his face and gives a wave. Niko whoops and is out the door. The Teamster half bows and Shane is trying to figure out if that was racist or just disgusting groveling.
Shane stares down at his phone, unable to go back to his messages. Ilya is going to kill him. Of course, Ilya has probably played under stranger circumstances. He told Shane once that he got beat up in Russia for hitting on a teammates mother (she was young!) before going on to score a hat trick. Somehow, Shane suspects that Ilya is more protective of his son than he ever was of himself.
He pulls up his chat with Ilya, thumbs hesitating. There hasn’t been a lot of open communication between them lately. Ilya asking to call, Shane saying he is busy. The half-lie of saying he would call after work before Ilya’s game…
Ilya’s team is on the ice now, and he will hear Niko’s message afterwards. Shane just has to say something to put him at ease when he then discovers his son was playing hockey immediately following this insane situation. The rest of Shane and Ilya’s mess can wait until later.
Me: I promise I tried to stop him.
It’s a little pathetic, but maybe it will at least make Ilya laugh, say no one can stop a Rozanov, or something silly like that.
Shane swallows hard when the game sets up again and Niko spends a good amount of time warming up on the ice while the rest of his team loop on the ice. He wonders if anyone has gotten their hands on the carjacking story or if it will make the morning new cycle.
Shane may have to send emails to some of his acquaintances about it tonight, if so. He starts to do it, but drops his phone to watch the face off.
Niko is slotted into the first line and squares up over the center dot. His hands don’t shake with the adrenaline from earlier. He is steady as a stone, waiting. The puck drops—
Shane has seen Niko play before, but this is his first time watching in person, hearing the scrape of the ice and the intimate nonstop interplay unfiltered from cutting cameras.
Shane keeps looking for Ilya in his style, but the truth is, Niko is totally his own player. His edges are a little rough, he forces the curve with his upper body, chasing the puck with his torso first and feet second. But his stick work is nothing short of graceful. Deft, soft touches, easy passing. Tape to tape almost every time.
When he gets around the goal, he takes every shot offered him and even a few that aren’t.
Shane weirdly wonders if maybe he is seeing Svetlana’s hockey instead of Ilya’s. It’s an odd thought, it’s more likely that Niko is just a collection of his teachers— but he remembers Ilya talking about Svetlana’s hockey sense, years ago when they were first hooking up. She is the best at following the action. Predicting every move.
Shane, more than a touch jealous and in denial about it, asked if she played on the women’s league ever. Yes, Ilya said. Russian league as teenager. Was very good. Great passing. But I think the difference in respect for women and men’s sports grated her pride too much. So she studies to make business empire instead, attack men where they live.
Niko glides the puck between his stick, spinning and passing back to his teammate before the defender can intercept. Landing himself in the perfect position to receive the puck and kick it to his right wing in a frankly beautiful assist.
The goal is crisp, beautiful.
Shane jumps to his feet before he recognizes it, cheering with both hands around his mouth.
Niko swarms his right wing, dogpiling with the rest of his teammates, but Shane swears he sees his head crank up to the box where Shane is giving a standing ovation.
His bright, big grin can be seen even from these great heights.
 
Shane should not still be here, but he’s feeling reluctantly good. Buffalo deserved the win and maybe Niko deserves a little applause in person. Still, Shane goes to the Tampa room first and tells them they had a great game, some lip service about not winning all of them, and the Tampa coach, a legendary Croatian player, follows Shane out of the room to request his signature in private.
Equality achieved and autograph signed, Shane buzzes over to the Buffalo locker room. He can already hear the cheering and overly loud music and it flushes through Shane’s system like an old friend.
Winning. It wafts. So familiar and addictive.
Is it any wonder Shane chases after it like a dog?
He opens the door and gives the players a big grin. Niko is in the middle of them, eyes glinting and beaming at Shane.
“What did I fucking tell you?” Niko says, raising his still bruised hands and kissing both.
Shane can only laugh. “Good game guys. Good shot.”
“Great assist,” Niko adds, and Shane shrugs, relishing the laughter his nonchalance gets him.
Shane’s phone buzzes a couple times in a text alert, but Bustier is guiding him to the side, thanking Shane for coming by. He’s clearly high on the win too, so his rambling about clearing up this Rozanov business on Monday is mostly nonsense, mostly circles, but Shane nods seriously like they are doing real work here and he appreciates the coach for bringing this to his attention.
Shane finally pulls out his phone and his heart thuds when he sees texts from Ilya. That makes sense though, his game must be over now too.
The last message reads can you explain?
He swallows and opens the messages, already thinking about how to dig himself out of this without saying that he let an eighteen-year-old steam roll him.
I ♡: Why did you try to stop him?
I ♡: Stop who?
Then later—
I ♡: Did not tell me you went to see my Nika’s game. good surprise!
I ♡: Why is he not starting?
I ♡: Do you know?
I ♡: Can you explain?
It doesn’t make sense. Ilya should know why. Niko called him and left a message about the carjacking, Shane saw him with the contact card open—
Oh fuck. Oh fuck.
He looks at his call history, and sure enough, the last call was from when Shane tried to call him on the steps of the police station. This fucking kid faked it. He walked outside of Shane’s sensible car and fucking pretended to leave a message.
Then he asked Shane to use his contacts to bury the fucking story to hide it all from his dad.
Niko pulls a hoodie on, still laughing with his teammates. He turns when he senses Shane’s glare, eyes going to Shane’s phone, and the cheer slides clean off his face.
 
Shane thought his maneuvering was done for the night, but it turns out he has to pry Niko away from his team.
“Sorry, Shane. We’re going out to celebrate,” Niko tries, edging towards his goaltender like his bulky pads might protect him from Shane. Laughable.
“Yeah, but I think the MLH wants your statement while it’s fresh. Quick meeting,” Shane reassures, glaring holes into Niko who swallows.
“It can wait until tomorrow—”
“It can’t.”
“Give Deputy Commissioner Hollander your time,” Niko’s coach says soberly, and wow. Shane is actually concerned about how easy it is for high-ranking MLH officials to leverage alone time with players, but that’s something he’s going to have to wait to table until later.
Bustier gives Shane a serious handshake before he leaves and Niko frowns as Shane gestures sharply for him to leave, walking in front where Shane can see him.
They make it to the car in the parking lot again, but Niko is fidgeting outside the door, reluctant to leave the public’s eye.
“Look, we don’t really need to tell him,” Niko says.
“Get inside.”
“So you can drive me around until I agree? Hell no.”
“You have to tell your dad.”
“Uh, no, I don’t. I’m eighteen now. That makes me an adult. It’s literally my business.”
“I’m telling your dad,” Shane says, and realizes this should probably have been his move from the start, screw the books’ warnings about overstepping and getting too involved in the parent-child relationship. This is what his mom would do, he is sure.
Niko darts around to Shane’s side of the car and actually makes a grab for Shane’s phone. Shane gives him a sharp, burning look when he pulls away.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?”
“He doesn’t need to fucking worry during the season,” Niko says, and Shane laughs, baffled. Niko tries again. “He’s just going to be useless about it.”
“Yeah, but imagine how non-useless he’ll be if he finds out you hid a carjacking and knife fight from him—”
“Are you really betraying me like this?” Niko demands. “I fucking like you, we’re sorta friends, and you can’t have something that is just between us? It all has to go back to him because you can’t keep your mouth shut?”
Shane flinches. Niko pounces.
“I thought I could trust you.”
“You can—”
“Clearly I can’t! Did you show him all our text messages too?”
“I wouldn’t do that!”
“Then why are you doing this?!”
Shane opens his mouth, shuts it. Takes in the desperate eighteen-year-old in front of him and realizes that he’s almost been tricked by his rampant, cavalier guilt tripping.
Shane really hasn’t spent enough time around teenagers, he’s realizing. He can’t remember the last time he’s been so blatantly emotionally manipulated, had a relationship used so thoroughly against him without any care or consideration.
Yes, he wants Niko to like him.
But not for lying to Ilya.
Shane takes a deep breath and goes back to his phone.
“He’s not going to be mad.”
“Shane, Shane please don’t.” So quickly his tone changes. “Shane please! You fucking can’t!”
Niko finally gets a grab on the phone, and Shane tussles with him, stunned at this physical turn. The fuck is happening here?
“Niko, stop. Niko!”
Niko yanks harder, harder.
“You fucker! He’s already fucking lost her! You asshole! You trying to push him off the deep end? Scare him to fucking death?”
Shane is so shocked that he lets Niko get the phone, and Niko cradles it against his heaving chest protectively.
Shane’s hands belatedly drop in sync with his stomach which lands somewhere in his shoes.
Oh fuck, he thinks.
“Niko—"
“He’ll be so fucking scared! So fucking scared! He already lost her,” he repeats. “You can’t do this to him. You can’t.”
And Shane realizes, it was never his father’s anger or disapproval Niko was afraid of. Somehow it makes his shaking, cruel-eyed youth harder to look at.
Shane opens his mouth, closes it. His stomach fucking hurts, and that’s when Shane remembers he hasn’t had dinner yet.
 
New York is only just starting to cook at midnight. It’s easy to find a trendy late night fusion restaurant, La Japonisme, in walking distance, although Niko was suspect the whole time Shane suggested it, promising repeatedly that he wouldn’t take the phone back, only, could Niko find them a place to eat?
The restaurant has an outdoor seating area on the balcony, despite the winter chill. Heat lamps blast above and to the side, and only one couple is up there, sitting against the side of the balcony and necking. Shane resolutely looks away and studies the menu, feeling Niko’s eyes on his face.
Niko has one hand curled in his pocket around Shane’s phone. Shane tries to put Niko at ease. It’s hard to do, considering they were physically grappling in a parking lot not too long ago. Niko isn’t wet-eyed now, having rebuilt his defenses. His calm, I could care less façade could give his father a run for his money.
Shane wishes his copy of Dating Later in Life was on hand because he has no idea how to have a heart to heart with his fiancé’s adult son about his dead mother, and unlike everything else that happened tonight, that chapter definitely exists.
Niko takes the initiative. “So, I guess my dad has a type.”
“A type?” Shane asks, perplexed.
Niko ticks off his fingers. “Successful, type A, biracial.”
Shane is mortified.
“And you?” Niko ploughs on. “Do you, like, only date white guys or what?”
Shane chokes on nothing, just humiliated that someone could even think of saying this to his face. Who the hell is raising kids like this, why is their generation so fucking gutsy? Shane was always raised to be polite about his race, to mention with care, if ever, but Niko’s generation just throws it incautiously around like a frisbee, hitting unsuspecting bystanders.
The server comes in, practically shivering, and pours water from a glass bottle for them. It takes a long time to fill both cups and Shane feels himself sweating over his answers before he resolutely decides that he will never answer these questions.
The waiter takes their orders; Shane gets the soba with the tempura pommes de terre sarladaises, and Niko has katsudon with soubise.
When they are alone again, Shane clears his throat.
“Please don’t change the subject,” Shane says— pleads, really.
“I just started talking because you were staring like you were going to melt my face off. Sorry for trying to get to know my new stepfather.”
Knowing if one’s to-be stepfather only dates white guys (not true, for the record) is not exactly quality getting-to-know-you information, but Shane has been in enough boardrooms to spot a deflection when he sees it.
That doesn’t mean Shane knows any better what to say.
“I know your father would be scared,” Shane says slowly. “But he still deserves—”
Niko scoffs, turns away from Shane. He looks at the brickwork of the building like it’s somehow more deserving of his attention.
Okay, fine. Shane grits his teeth. He’ll lay the situation out for him.
“I’m in a relationship with your father first. He’s the most important person in my life next to my family.” He realizes it’s true as he says it. “And you, Niko, to me you’re…” Shane sees Niko swallow. “You’re the most important person in his life.”
Niko turns, surprised at the turn of his sentence. This can’t actually be news to him though.
“I will do whatever I can to keep your father happy and keep our relationship good. Keeping secrets about his son’s health is not something I’m willing to do. No offense, but we’ve had our fair share of misunderstandings.” Shane swallows. He’s not about to throw out Ilya’s trust and their relationship over Niko chasing a carjacked Lamborghini. Not after all the tears and difficulty of coming back together, so new and wonderful.
…He’s not about to throw out their relationship over a spat about an open marriage too. Or at least, he shouldn’t. And he should probably let Ilya know that’s the case instead of leaving him anxious and uncertain, unable to reach Shane just because Shane needs space. He has to find a better way to do this.
“I’m not… I’m not trying to break you up or anything,” Niko hedges.
“I know,” Shane says. Thank god— according to Shane’s book it happens frighteningly often where adult children try to stop their widowed parent from remarrying.
Niko sems encouraged by his words, “I think telling him will be worse for your relationship if anything.”
Shane takes a sip of his water, considers the opponent across from him seriously. Persuade me, his expression says.
Niko unclenches his hand in his pocket. “After my mom died, he was…”
Shane nods to show he’s listening.
“Not okay,” Niko finally settles on.
“He mentioned he pulled away,” Shane says, wondering if that’s okay to say to Niko.
“He pushed away. He stopped fucking touching me. He barely spoke to me. He, he, he was so fucking upset all the time and he acted like he wasn’t. He was such a fucking asshole.”
Shane wants to say but he loves you so much. But that feels pandering, showing his blatant favoritism for Niko’s father over Niko himself. He stays quiet.
“And sad,” Niko finally croaks. He rubs at his face, at his eyes, makes a sound of anger. Does he know how close Ilya got to falling into the pill bottle? Shane doesn’t know, but has a heart wrenching feeling that Niko sensed more than ever was said to him about those dark days.
“My fucking therapist—”
“You have a therapist?”
“My mom fucking died, of course I have a therapist,” Niko spits. “Doesn’t everyone?”
Shane clams up. He only asked because Niko is so… chaotic is one word. Does the therapist really help? Shane can’t help but wonder what she’ll say about tonight.
“My therapist told me that he was pushing me away because he was scared I’d die too.”
Shane feels a cold brush over his body. A shivery certainty that Ilya would be very, very challenged if anything happened to Niko. That another death could break Ilya in half, clean and unrepentantly. Shane feels that heaviness settle in his stomach, a permanent weight to carry with him from now on.
Ilya has known this truth, even if only subconsciously, for so much longer. Maybe that is what it is like to be a parent.
Niko goes on, seeming pleased that Shane has not protested, understands Ilya and his contradictory fragility and power.
“His mom died, you know, and that was shitty. And his dad. And my mom—and it’s like, he couldn’t even stand to touch me because he was so afraid he wouldn’t have me anymore. I don’t need him doing that again. We don’t have to get him so fucking freaked out when it isn’t anything and I’m fine.”
All true, but—
“If you didn’t want him to worry, then why did you chase after that car?”  
Niko glares at Shane, betrayed.
The waiter enters with their food and they fall silent.
The warm broth of the soba wafts up, clean and familiar. Shane picks up his chopsticks, ignoring the potatoes and pulls out a few of the buckwheat noodles. They break softly in his mouth. He doesn’t usually do mushy as a rule, but soba is too familiar and uniquely textured to twinge his picky mouth and he takes in a good half the bowl before Niko speaks again.
“It was my car,” Niko defends.
“It was a rental,” Shane says, gently.
“Doesn’t matter for the headline, does it?” Niko clenches his teeth. “Didn’t want it to say, Nikolaj Rozanov pisses himself in carjacking.”
Woah, what the fuck.
“Niko, no one would think that.”
“They already think I’m…” he trails off, jaw set. Looks down at his dish but doesn’t spear anymore meat into his mouth.
Shane tries again to remember being this age and fails.
He tries instead to remember how it felt to see everything through that lens of weak, that’s weak. He has too easy of a time remembering that, actually. In the locker room. Humiliation was too easy to come by when he was coming up.
He remembers the terrible day at the start of juniors when a still-unknown Shane and his mother were told to show their credentials as physios because security thought they were “acupuncturists” not player and mother. How his teammate in the security line heard and instead of reacting rationally, Wow that’s messed up. Super fucking racist, He and the rest of Shane’s team asked if Shane could open their chakras for the first three weeks until his hockey skills and newly acquired captaincy shut them the fuck up.
A carjacking should be taken seriously, and yet… Shane can imagine the chirps. Did you open the door for him? Was he at least handsome?
And by chasing the car, Niko took back the narrative. The heading will be this crazy fucking Russian instead of anything pitying.
Shane’s mouth twists sympathetically.
He says, “they give you a lot of shit for what you said at the awards, don’t they?”
Niko groans and buries both his hands into his face. “Oh my fucking god. I have to put up with fuck your dead mom jokes and chirps about everyone bending my dad over too.” He scrubs his eyelids hard enough that Shane is sure there is corneal irritation. “Like, most of them don’t know she’s dead, that’s just—”
“Just how people chirp.” Shane is aware. Ilya put up with his fair share of mom chirps with a blank, mean smile. Shane himself had a steep and difficult learning curve in middle school when anyone talked shit about his mother, because they didn’t even know Yuna Hollander, how could they say that? 
“I don’t take what I said at the ceremony back,” Niko clarifies, quickly. “I meant it.”
“I know. You’re a good person.”
Shane’s simple statement drains the anxiety and anger from Niko like a popped balloon. He looks young and tired instead, a little lost. Face vulnerable when he glances at Shane, curling towards, not away.
“I’m glad you got out of the Metros stall, too, for what it’s worth.” That was the bulk of their discussions, when they texted before the season started. If Niko was imagining things, if other teams did this overcompensating hazing shit too.
Shane is glad he was traded for Ottawa (for the first time in his life) just so he could knowledgably inform Niko that no, that stuff is not normal, and yes it was always worse for people who weren’t all white.
But Shane knows the pressure to be seen as strong doesn’t vanish just because you left the shitty team. Shane’s Ottawa teammates didn’t see the genuine Shane for almost a year and half of play because his walls were so high and he was deeply skeptical that they were such decent people to his face.
Niko has brought some of those hard edges with him to Buffalo, even if they are leagues and above better than Montreal’s team culture.
“You seem like you have a good team,” Shane says. “You were good on the ice together tonight.”
“Yeah.” Niko says, chewing it over. They probably would have cared more and chirped less about the car theft if Niko let them, but Shane lets Niko work through that himself. He takes a little more broth in.
“I’m sorry if you still get chirped about Ilya,” Shane says eventually. “I know it won’t exactly be any easier when I come out.”
“At least they’ll know they have to go through you if they make I fucked your dad jokes.”
“Surprised they say that. A little gay, right?”
His dry observation has Niko spluttering with a surprised laugh.
“No, you don’t get it, it makes me gay, not them,” Niko explains, going along with the bit.
“Right, right.”
Niko shakes his head, glancing at Shane a little differently. He hesitates, and then pulls out a cigarette from his pocket and a lighter.
Shane crinkles his nose but doesn’t say anything as Niko lights up, even though he’s itching to.
“You know why I decided to do the whole award speech thing?”
Shane thought it was for image rehabilitation or to say something he couldn’t say to his father’s face, but Shane doesn’t like to fill in others’ words. He bites.
“Why?”
“Because I was meeting up with my teammates that summer and I was fucking terrified that they were going to figure out that my dad was bi and torture me.” Niko pauses to inhale. He exhales a long, deep plume. “And I kinda realized that’s how you two felt. Like the whole time you were playing, right? That they’d find out about you.”
…And torture you.
Shane swallows and nods. The old anxiety swells up, familiar, a distinct acidic taste like blood from too many times of biting his cheek in the shower. He lived like that for years.
Is still living like that, Shane realizes soberly and clearly for the first time. But not for too much longer.
“And that made me really fucking sad, I guess. So, I can’t complain about people chirping me for my dad being bi or whatever,” Niko says.
“He’s lucky to have you, Niko,” Shane says. Niko snorts, and looks away. It sounds like a platitude, it isn’t. Niko stretches his arms coolly, and the phone falls from his team jacket, clatters on the floor.
Niko startles, juggling his cigarette to grab it—
Shane picks it up first, straightening up slowly and watching the dread morph into dull acceptance.
Shane slides the phone back to Niko.
“You gotta trust your dad a little more, Niko. He’s going to find out from someone and getting that kind of news from anybody else is going to feel worse than anything you can say tonight.”
Niko sighs.
 
It’s almost 1am by the time Shane pays. Niko stalks from side to side outside the restaurant, dodging late night New Yorkers as he talks to his father on the phone in loud Russian. He sounds aggravated and annoyed and harassed, but so does Ilya whenever he speaks too quickly—a quirk of the language to Shane’s untried ear.
He’s glad he hasn’t started his Russian classes yet, because he is blissfully apart from this conversation as it should be. He thanks the server and enters the street, hovering beside Niko whose eyes flick up to him and away.
Niko says a string of da, da, da that seems never-ending, before he comes over to Shane and shoves the phone at him with a hand thrown in the air.
“Ilya?” Shane says, taking the phone.
“Is true? Nika is okay?”
“Nika— Niko is fine,” Shane says. “A tiny cut on his face but didn’t even need stitches. Little bruising on the knuckles, but better than he’d get punching a player with their helmet on.”
Ilya breathes hard on the other line. “Why did he play? Was injured. Carjacking. Could have been hurt more. Trauma from the…” Ilya searches for the word frantically.
Shane wants to bring up the time Ilya got thrashed before a game, but he can imagine the hysterical response.
“Look, Niko made a weighted decision with the team and his trainers.”
“They don’t care about my son. Just want good sport and, and, and money. You should have stopped him!”
Ow. That one hurts. Shane is beginning to get that pushing people away when afraid thing and it fucking blows. He can’t risk looking at Niko in case he sees anything like smugness. Shane is too fucking tired for this.
“I gave my opinion,” Shane says, tight and clear. “But Niko is and adult and I respect and trust him to make his choices.”
Ilya steams for a moment, humphing to himself. Clearly caught between a rock and saying do not trust or respect my son.
Shane ploughs on. “He was sitting out until they really needed him and he did great. Did you see his assist?”
“Yes,” Ilya says, and he sounds miserable. “I see but—”
“Niko will see his therapist, the physical and the brain one. They’ll make sure there’s no lingering trauma and that he’s good to play. His hands will be fine and his face will heal up well too.”
“…He’ll be rugged,” Ilya finally says.
“Yes, probably just wants to match with you,” Shane says, as if Ilya hasn’t always looked this side of angelic, with his curls and cheekbones. Something he passed on to his son along with his vivacious, thriving personality and knack for trouble.
There’s a long pause.
“He’s really okay?” Ilya asks in a small, desperate voice.
“Ilya…” Shane’s heart fucking hurts. Hurts so much for all of them. “He’s fine.”
“Okay. I speak to him again?”
“Okay.”
“I’m sorry,” Ilya says, wounded but sincerely. “Am sorry for a lot of things. Is not unusual for us, is it? I am always fucking it up a little. But I love you.”
Shane huffs, pained and amused. And he wonders, with the kind of clarity that comes with being really tired, if Ilya is afraid of Shane dying too. If there are ways that Shane is kept at arm’s length, prevented from being held too close because of fear…
“I love you too. We can talk about everything later, okay?”
“Okay. I love you,” Ilya repeats. Shane lets Ilya have the last word.
Shane passes the phone to Niko who looks at it like a snake. Still he takes it, holds it stonily up to his face.
He listens quietly for a few moments, then bursts with something loud and protesting, but it’s not the angry tension, just sounds like an outraged teenager again. Niko groans, tilting his head away and making his tight, dark, corkscrew curls fall sideways as he waits out his exhausting papa. At the end he says the Russian words he and Ilya share, the familial way of saying I Love You. Shane keeps his face smooth so Niko doesn’t feel embarrassed.
Some of his pleasure must show because Niko sighs long and hard at Shane when he hands the dark phone back.
“He told me I’m keeping you up too late. Like I’m not the professional athlete with a redeye in four hours.”
“Niko, you’d still be up right now partying,” Shane points out.
“Fuck’s sake,” Niko groans. “You’re gonna marry my stupid papa. Call me Nika, okay?”
Shane boggles for a moment. Heart thumping.
Niko looks increasingly pitying and uncomfortable too. Only a teenager could pull off that balance.
“Okay, sure, Nika.” Is he blushing? Jesus. “Let me drive you back to your hotel.”
“Uh-uh, after this bullshit the only place you’re taking me is where the team is clubbing.”
Which is how Shane Hollander is photographed outside of a New York club with his rival’s son, a nothing post on social media that blows up after news of the carjacking happens.
Shane’s MLH inbox floods. 
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to everyone who asked for niko, this is for you. he will be making several other appearances, rest assured.

the story about shane and yuna being mistaken as physios is borrowed from jeremy lin's experiences. MENTAL stuff folks.

dustin tokarski was carjacked on the way to a game (did not chase the car down cause that is all that niko magic) and was put on reserve... but later had to get on the ice when the goalie was thrown out and won the game!  life is stranger than fiction 
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      Chapter 7: shane is working
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      no one cares, but i headcanon shane's hair type as 1c, straight, thick and coarse, a little wave when long. Ilya's is 2b-2c and Niiko's is 3b if anyone is curious. I care way too much about this topic, but I'm here to support coarse hair type rights instead of the bullshit downy 1a hair every character in fandom seems to have, oh so soft to the touch blah. love all hair types!
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  Shane glances bleary at his beeping phone. His sleep tracker announces he got only four hours of sleep which is so helpful. He knows, with deep regret as the headlines blare over his notifications, that he has to skip his workout today. Fuck. Should have sent that email to his journalist contacts…
Shane molts for a few indulgent seconds before his nerves force him from the bed.
He makes breakfast and reviews what the articles are saying. Shane can anticipate the way the takes will develop over the course of the day, like ripening fruit, growing heavier, more laden with implication even without any new information being introduced. Now is nothing but the shock phase, the breaking of news. He has time to shape things.
Ilya has sent a few messages about the articles, but Shane, respectfully, has to move this clusterfuck out of the way first.
I ♡: All okay? 
I ♡: Sorry for the photos. Will talk to Niko.
I ♡: Can you call?
Me: I’m so sorry, I have to handle this. We will definitely talk after work. I promise.
The words feel meagre, like the excuses he was making all week to avoid Ilya. Truthfully, Shane wants nothing more than to reach out, to be able to vent some of this climbing stress about the narrative getting too big and lethal if he mishandles it even partially—
Most of all, to tell Ilya that Shane doesn’t mean to lose him, even on accident because of an argument that feels petty in retrospect after a long strange night with Ilya’s son. Maybe he can even work himself up to say that Shane doesn’t know why he pulls away, but that he will work on it…
But Ilya must understand that Shane’s career is teetering right now. Please, let him understand that how Shane desperately spins this will protect both of them in the long term.
A ding from his phone. Langstrom sending a meeting request on his Teams calendar for 9am right after their Monday general meeting and Shane accepts it with a grim press to his lips. That gives him two hours to dig himself out of this rich misunderstanding. He’s rather awed at the sheer chaos of a Rozanov, the same way a mariner might admire a heaving wave. Fear and determination grappling with each other as the crash looms.
Swallowing hard, Shane mutes Ilya’s chat for the next 12 hours and tries to put the mess of feelings between them out of his head. He has to focus.
 
 
Shane dresses nicer than usual. A grey blazer that subtly glints, dark red tie slinking down his starched shirt and polished black shoes. His hair is dense with yesterday’s grease, and he uses the texture to style it more sharply. He’s thankful the thickness of his hair hides the wear of a long night.
He cuts into the office at 7:20, smiling tightly at everyone. Eyes follow him, bore into his back. He ignores the pressure, retreats to his office, draws the shades shut, and makes some calls.
At 8:00 he enters the central meeting room and by 8:15, his coworkers and Langstrom have joined him. Shane has already bore more than his fair share of cheeky, miss the spotlight that much? comments from his coworkers, and he’s ready with a smile when Langstrom starts the meeting by saying,
“So, anyone do anything nice this weekend?”
Laughter erupts, and Shane feels like he’s in a locker room suddenly. It’s so comfortable and so frightening. This delicate situation of responding to the chirping but not feeding it, how quickly the tide can turn even against the captain— no, deputy commissioner— for mishandling the tone.
Shane is shit at tone most of the time, but his adrenaline is pumping and his body feels ready for the challenge.
Shane says, “The Marrinot hotels won’t be hosting us this year for All Stars on account of the alligator... Is that what you mean?”
That dry comment earns Shane a few chuckles.
“Well, we definitely need to make other accommodations, that’s for sure. Any leads on that?” Langstrom doesn’t dog the Rozanov topic because this is a place of work and he at least acts like it, taking a few interns’ answers for alternative hotel chains that they reached out to. Then they handle some of the lingering budgetary questions. Shane stares down at his yellow legal pad, waiting. He twists his torso a little, trying to quietly stretch a little tension out— he hates coming to work without exercising, his body still feels asleep.
Jamison is behind him, rainbow pen tapping a light beat on his little rainbow notepad as he fights sleep. Shane doesn’t know why everything has to be rainbow— hates that he even notices, but how could he not, it’s so loud. Provoking just like Niko last night with his cavalier comments on Shane’s racial dating history. Feels different than Pride tape which had a purpose, a specific goal, a time and place for use. This provoking is aimless, poking at anyone anywhere…
“So what happened with this Niko Rozanov business?” Langstrom asks, and Shane turns his head back to the center of the table. Just like answering his coaches demands after a bad game what the hell happened out there, Hollander? Shane has answers, always has answers.
“I know he’s not a rookie… but Nikolaj Rozanov’s still got the energy of one,” Shane says, and the line he prepped gets a round of chuckles and agreements. He swallows, not risking glancing down at his list of talking points—he has it memorized. SWNSYG is written at the top and he traces the lines with his finger like braille.
Shane explains in casual, loose tones about the carjacking, and when he reaches the point about Niko chasing after the car, there are exclamations of disbelief, some playful swearing and a good dose of agreeing that, even in his second year, Niko was still a crazy fucking rook. 
Half the table wants to condemn Niko for recklessness considering the potential bodily harm when he’s contracted to play for five years with the Blades. The other half wants to applaud Niko for keeping their sport interesting. There cannot possibly be middle ground between these two disparate, inane points and Shane rues his profession sometimes that this is the line he has to walk.
For his own part, Shane wants to survive this debrief without having a meltdown. He focuses on keeping his face placid, smiling in the right spots to tease out each beat of the story.
“Why were you even there? Shouldn’t this have been handled by his team first?” Kimmi asks, and it’s a clarifying question, but distressingly salient.
Shane explains about Niko’s lost phone and his inability to dial any number by memory.
“God, my daughter is just like that,” a man at the end of the table gripes.
“He called the central office.” Shane hesitates. “He apparently got hung up on a few times as a prank call— his story is pretty hard to believe. Eventually he just said he was calling me for a meeting. You remember I was in charge of presenters for the awards ceremony last year.” There, perfectly reasonable.
“God, he gives you as much trouble as his daddy did,” someone chortles.
“The Rozanov curse, maybe?” Kimmi drawls.
Right, his and Ilya’s decades old rivalry speaks louder than their recent ploy for sportsmanship. There are no comments about being too close, nothing about Shane’s nearness to this particular family and the father especially. Only the old ‘curse’ of Ilya Rozanov.
Some of the old guard shift in their seat at the mention of Ilya, a discomfort that their body betrays even when their mouths are silent. Shane wishes he didn’t see who fidgeted, wishes he didn’t know with certainty that they would have laughed with everyone else before Ilya came out as bisexual last year. Shane puts that aside out of necessity, looks at what he does have.
No one questions deeper— and why would they? There’s so much meat on the bone to distract, so much enjoyment from everything Niko generates. Spectacle in the purest form. Shane tries not to buck against his coworker’s laughter and jokes. He knows the strange ache laying beneath even the lightest of Niko’s shenanigans. He’s clumsy with youth. He fronts rather than reveal the grief for his mother and an anxious care for his careworn papa that stunned even Shane.
Not that Shane can explain any of that.
Defending Niko or Ilya will only make his the league look closer and judge Niko harsher, rather than enjoying his adventures as ‘flavor’ and attention for their professional sport.
Shane reaches the end of the story, omitting dinner, obviously. He has them right where he wants them—
“Does this explain why you were at a club with them at 2am?” Halstead asks, slowly.
It’s not a court, but Shane does feel like he’s being called for testimony. Before he can, Kimmi speaks.
“I wouldn’t blame it if you needed a drink. That kid owes you a keg,” Kimmi says, providing faint cover for Shane preemptively. Defending their shared leftist line from Halstead, even if he’s sure she’s pissed as hell at him for the photos. OLD GENERATION MEETS NEW: DEPUTY COMISSIONER HOLLANDER AND ROZANOV HANDLING THE CAR-JACKING WITH A NIGHT OUT was not the headline he wanted moving forward to the commissionership.
“No, unfortunately Rozanov made off with my phone. I lent it to him so he could call his family. When he got called down to play, he took it with him. It’s lucky Coach Bustier mentioned where the boys were going.”
Shane trawled through the pictures, and while there are shots of Shane outside with Niko, there isn’t anything to suggest they arrived together— and better still, there was one shot of Niko (very belatedly) handing Shane his phone and that was Shane’s ticket out of this hell hole.
Logical, perfectly understandable. Clear enough that even Halstead could put the picture together—
“Still, bit of a bad look for us.” Halstead says. “Maybe wait and reach out next day if it happens again.”
Shane resists the urge to say anything back. It’s such a stupid, pointless condescension that looks stupider without a response, hanging in the free air.
Kimmi’s eyebrows are pleasantly high. Judging without having to say a word, if it happens again? Really? and Halstead raises his hands to say I’m just concerned about our image.
Langstrom cuts through the nonverbal sparring, “Well, what an adventure. We’re going to have to do a little damage control with the media. We don’t want to look like we don’t care about our young players by getting him on the ice too quickly after something physical. We should also dissuade players going to the club and public places after events like this in the future, even if that is on their personal time… We also need to make plans if the car jacker presses charges for assault.”
That earns snorts from a lot of people. Shane can relate to the incredulity.
“But that’s why we have a legal team, God bless ‘em,” Langstrom says, leaning hard into his warm Americanism in a way that always earns smiles, even from the Canadians and scattered internationals. Shane smiles too, his dread trickling away as the meeting ends. They bought it.
People pack up their things, Jamison bustles his rainbow parade out the door and no one glances back at Shane. He collects his legal pad and black pen and follows Langstrom out of the room.
Shane feels cramped in the cluttered commissioner’s office, as usual. Langstrom exhales in relief when he collapses into his cushy chair which is old and beveled red leather, nothing ergonomic about it.
“So what are we doing about this, Shane? I don’t mean to police where you have a drink after work, but Halstead’s right— it’s not a good look.”
Shane handled the first meeting, which makes this second one infinitely easier. Langstrom sounds serious but not dire. Still friendly and mentorlike. Shane can work with all of this.
Shane hands over a printed sheet with a few comments he typed out this morning which, in not so many words, implied that the deputy commissioner was happy to be on hand during a crisis due to overtime and is certainly not above handling even the most minor player issue (not that Shane would ever classify this as minor; this incident has already made his Hall of Fame). As for the club…
“N— Rozanov said he can release a statement too on our main social page. We can get on the same page publicly about my role in last night’s events and at the club.”
He swallows around the name, not blinking in case Langstrom notices anything.
“He hasn’t posted anything yet?”
“Not yet.” Because Shane called his hotel room and told him in no uncertain terms not to or so help him. “He doesn’t have a phone yet.”
Langstrom’s eyes flick up the paper to Shane, blue eyes bloodless and cutting.
Shane realizes he’s overreached by mentioning he reached out to Niko— Fuck. That didn’t look innocent and uninvolved exactly. Could just be Shane covering his bases, but could also…
His hands are tight on his legal pad with the letters SWNSYG written at the top. Stop Worrying: Nobody Suspects You’re Gay. He tries to make himself believe it.
Earlier, Shane had a meltdown between the time of 7:25 and 7:40. The swarming, excruciating awareness that everyone must know, must suspect he was fucking Ilya Rozanov because of his extended casual contact with Niko. Last night, Shane dropped everything and ran out the building, he was with Niko all night. Did someone see them having dinner? And then at the club—
But then he remembered Ilya’s words about gaydar. About people seeing what they wanted to see.
Shane, labouriously helping his rival’s screwball son will always be a more interesting story than anything else. Maybe later there will be questions, as reporters try to milk more from the topic (after the outrage was done, they’d reach deeper for scraps) but Shane has plans to use Niko to construct a rock solid cover.
So Shane scratched the letters on top of his pad, soothed himself with ten minutes on the treadmill at a steep incline, and then got to work making calls, including to a bleary-eyed Niko’s hotel room to not post ANYTHING until Shane talked him through it.
SWNSYG. He glances at the words now, a click of his eyes.
Unfortunately Langstrom isn’t like everyone, didn’t get to the top by enjoying the bread and circus of a wild player story:
“You know, Merrium told me you said you left office for family reasons,” Langstrom says. “After you got this call from Rozanov.”
In an instant, Shane is in a corner and his stomach drops from the sudden movement. Damn his nosy secretary.
He tries to work out if there’s a way to spin it, but the blurring of lines last night has him neatly boxed in by his own words. Shane didn’t know it was MLH business until he got to the station. He’d been there in a private capacity, his mind blank with panic for Ilya's son, until the need to cover his tracks and Niko’s team required him to rapidly shift from the man marrying Niko’s papa to the deputy commissioner inches away from running the whole organization. 
He'd overreached and now he’d been caught out.
Shane breathes a shuddery breath, focuses on a calmness he does not feel.
Langstrom shrugs, easy.
“I don’t mind. I know you and Ilya Rozanov are friends after all the video stuff. Just try to keep it more professional. We don’t need accusations of nepotism— got enough with baby Rozanov and his daddy, don’t we?” Langstrom smiles.
Shane nods, and he knows it’s stiff, too late. Out of beat. Langstrom smiles wider, glad to have cracked Shane’s veneer, maybe, and made his point. He has. Langstrom dismisses him.
 
Shane returns to his office. He draws the blinds and cups his head between his arms, fingers lacing behind his neck and squeezes hard. Fuck. Fuck that was close.
If Langstrom made that comment publicly— During the meeting— Halstead would have fucking—
Shane exhales hard, pulls his hands down.
Langstrom didn’t. Shane’s fine. Ilya is fine. All of them are safe.
Even if Langstrom suspects— he can’t know anything. Not yet. Not until Shane says something. He will, eventually, but not on the heels of a borderline scandal.
He wants to call Ilya, to hear him joke about poisoning Langstrom, something to take to bite out of his nerves, to make Langstrom cartoonish and less real— But no. Nothing to do yet on that front yet. Seven hours left, and then he will call Ilya, even if he has no idea what to say.
 
Shane’s day consists of “gatorgate” as his coworkers have inanely called the hotel situation and mopping up his own mess. It’s a grueling day, one of the hardest he’s had, not helped by his coworker’s constant jokes about Shane reliving the old days (hilarious. He was hardly a club rat) or the fact that Jamison forgot to restock his favorite unflavored coffee pods. He releases his statements to the select journalists he trusts and at 2pm he calls Niko’s hotel room and learns he has acquired a new phone. Shane calls him back on his new cell number.
Niko is halfway through saying “shut up,” to someone off camera, probably his roommate, when he finally picks up Shane’s video call.
Niko looks grumpy with the lack of sleep from the red eye, not helped by the Boston hotel’s stark walls and ugly comforter wrapped around him. Shane imagines he must look similar if less caffeinated and decides not to stare intently (or at all) at his own picture in the corner of his screen.
“What? What is it?” Niko rubs his face. “They’re not letting me on the ice today until I get assessed mentally and physically, so if you’re trying to control my playing again, I’m not—”
“Are you alone? The MLH wants you to record a statement to post on the main page.”
Niko makes a groan low from a place deep in his core. “Now? Are you for real?”
“Yes, now.”
“You and Papa are fucking incredible. If you can stop fucking hovering, I feel like I’m going to explode—”
“No. Nika, we can’t. This is what we do,” Shane snaps. “He fixes you emotionally, and I fix your career. Okay?”
Niko does, somehow, shut up. His eyes dart over the phone and Shane groans.
“Is your roommate here?”
Did he fucking hear that? Shane… Just cannot handle any more of this.
“He’s leaving, don’t worry,” Niko mutters, rubbing his face. His usually tight, sleek curls are a mess right now. Frazzled and hazy over his head. “We have to do it now?”
“Pretty much,” Shane says. “I wrote it out for you. If you can just read it more convincingly than that last official apology you gave me.”
Niko huffs a laugh. Shane wasn’t joking.
“Oh my god, you haven’t slept at all, have you? You’re gonna be a scary commissioner.”
Shane doesn’t say anything, but his expression must speak volumes.
“Okay, okay, here I go. I need to fix my hair first… No, I can do it myself, fuck,” he says to someone else. Shane rubs his forehead. He knows Niko’s teammates likely know a lot, but still. Can they extrapolate based on this? What Shane said about Niko’s papa?
Fuck. Fucking fuck. Whatever. Shane just needs to do one thing at a time.
When Niko comes back to the phone he abandoned on the bed, his curls are sleeker, shinier, collated, and he did something to make the puffiness of his eyes go down.
“Headphones maybe? You know,” Shane mutters, feeling really annoyed, and unable to help himself.
“You don’t think that looks fake? Earbuds-in apology video?”
“Is your room empty?”
Niko glances up with his eyes and then down. “Yeah.”
Shane frowns. Feels like Niko is lying but there’s no graceful way of calling him out besides you are full of shit. He doesn’t have time for this.
Shane sends the text of the apology, and they do three dry runs, six recordings until Shane gets a video that he thinks can salvage both Niko’s career from reckless endangerment and also temper his image as an unapologetic rager.
It’s not an easy balance to strike.
Shane chooses not to mention his own name, instead having Niko say ‘the MLH coordinated…’ to really collapse Shane’s role into his job position and away from his legacy as a player and person. Then, at the end, he lets Niko freestyle, and he does a good job cheekily mentioning that he did almost steal Shane Hollander’s phone by accident (“way better than a signed puck but he didn’t let me keep it”), and that will be enough for people to connect dots in their mind, and give them yet another bone to chew over in this whole thing, a taste of what they want but none of the rich scandal.
When they’re done, Shane rewatches the clip a couple times and nods. “Hopefully the league won’t go after you, but I wouldn’t be surprised if your insurance company in America calls you to go over some of their policies for endangerment.”
Niko grins, they ain’t seen nothing yet written on his face that Shane really isn’t sure how to fix. He thinks about Ilya mentioning that Niko jumped out of three stories as a child and feels a pang of exhaustion go through him.
“Thank you, Nika,” Shane says at the end. He feels a little silly now, how easy the name comes to him. Probably the effect of too many nights of Ilya murmuring updates, my Nika, he does well without me. A pleased smile, a little sadness.
The diminutive feels more natural to use than Shane ever expected. Or maybe he’s just that tired.
“Hey, Shane, there’s someone here who’d like to see you—”
Shane hangs up before any fucking hockey fan roommate can jump on the call.
Jesus Christ. Shane doesn’t know what is going through Niko’s head at any time. Last night at the bar was a good example of that. Shane getting stared down excitedly by the whole of the Buffalo Blades while sipping moody and exhausted on his glass of zinfandel.
Instead of dancing, Niko hovered nearby, introducing his teammates, saying carelessly. “Shane’s a family friend, it’s whatever,” no matter how many times Shane corrected that he was at the game on MLH business. There was something sweet about Niko’s plain affection and excitement about knowing Shane, even though his father is Ilya Rozanov. He even called Shane boring when he called off after one glass, and that made Shane, tired as he was, feel happier than he should.
For a while he didn’t know if Niko saw Shane on that same too-high pedestal. He caught glimpses of hero-worship in between fumbling of accepting his father and Shane’s relationship, but last night… Shane doesn’t know. Something about asking Shane the cringiest questions in the world made Niko feel almost like, well, family. Niko isn’t quite as sacred either— not after the trouble of last night. Yes, he’s Ilya’s beloved and precious son, but also he’s a moody menace, and it’s comfortable being able to just talk to him without worrying if Niko was impressed or not.
Shane considers Niko’s teammates and reluctantly thinks Niko soft launching Shane as a family friend is a net-positive to his coming out scheme, but it has to be done carefully and in doses. Not pell-mell, and not suddenly to some random roommate.
Shane does not bother texting Niko to apologize for hanging up, because he should understand perfectly well why that was a shitty thing, and Shane plans to buy a pair of earbuds as a plain reminder to use them when taking calls, thanks.
Hopefully this is the last work-related call between them for a long time…
Shane would rather call him to talk about Ilya, to share pictures, to get ideas for gifts.
Ilya. Ilya.
God, Shane wants to get through this day so they can talk.
Funny, because for a week, Shane has wanted nothing less than to avoid all thoughts and reminders of Ilya. Now that feeling has inverted into a black hole of longing. His heart aches, his mind pounds a steady pulse, Ilya, Ilya, Ilya.
He wants to reach Ilya. Clear this up so they can get back to the business of being together. The business of working together, and not the aggravation of thinking about Svetlana, about the past, about the ways he and Ilya may not work together…
Shane doesn’t care if they don’t work— he wants Ilya anyway. Doesn’t know how he did this job, this life thing without him anymore. It’s like this overwhelming love is a weight Shane carries with him now, everywhere he goes. The only place he can set it down is inside of Ilya.
 
 
Despite the flood of additional work, Shane makes it out of the office on time.
“Leaving early?” Kimmi notes as he passes her room, even though they both know it’s perfectly on the dot 5pm.
“I don’t want to be on hand for anything else that might happen afterhours. It’s your turn next,” he says, just as dry. Her cackles follow him out the door.
Shane jogs up the stairs to his seventh floor, New York apartment. He relishes the brief exertion as he thinks about how he can best to talk to Ilya. He likes working out hard conversations before, even if his mom used to tell him it makes his words really stiff. When he told Ilya that, Ilya only shrugged, said, I think it is more sweet that you care so much to prepare.
Shane pulls out his phone, undoing the mute on the chat, seeing a long string of messages as he keys into his apartment.
“Shane.”
Shane jumps, almost drops his phone.
Ilya is there, sitting at the table. He stands awkwardly when Shane hovers, wordless.
“…You are surprised? I texted. Took the day off. Flew in.”
“What about Anya?” Shane asks stupidly.
“Pete Boucher watches her with Timbit... You didn’t see the texts?”
Shane tightens his hand on his phone, guilt swelling.
“I was working.”
Ilya’s expression flickers.
“You muted me?” Ilya guesses.
Shane’s throat feels dry, and instead of all the warm writhing loving things he’s been plagued with all day, an unsettled lash of defensiveness rises.
“I needed to focus. We talked before, you said you understood that my work was important, you said it was fine with you,” Shane says, not even sure why he’s saying this now. He doesn’t want to. Doesn’t feel like his voice shaping the cold words. “The photographs— I had to handle it, I had to make sure that nobody— I’m sorry, but you can’t expect me to make space all the time.”
Shane isn’t someone who can step away, who can take days off. He can’t give up his life’s work ever. He isn’t built that way. Has a right to his own life. But the righteous greediness of his words, of how much space he’s taking makes him feel so cold, exacting and difficult. The terrible truth makes him shake.
And maybe it is also about his right to leave, his right to get space. Ilya can’t be upset when Shane needs distance to work through something, and maybe he was feeling guilty about it before, but some deep-rooted competitive streak has set it’s teeth into him and he’d rather die than admit any fault when this is who Shane is and always has been.
Ilya looks at him, and the look on his face is so strange, so odd that Shane feels like he might explode.
“What? What, Ilya? What is it?”
“I want to kiss you.”
A sound comes from Shane’s throat, low and confused.
Ilya approaches him slowly, hands coming gently to cup a frozen Shane’s elbow and face. He leans close and waits. Bewildered, Shane nods, chin up as if daring him to actually do it.
Ilya kisses him. Once, twice. Hard, warm kisses, pulls Shane in close to his neck.
“Thank you for taking care of my Nika.”
Oh. Oh hell.
The towers of his justification fall with Ilya easily pulling out each defensive pillar keeping him safe and above this feeling.
All of Shane’s hardness, the wall of calmness he’s set in his face, crumples and falls. Breath heaves from his chest and his expression is a mess. Ilya squeezes Shane hard, hand digging through his thick hair to pull him closer.
“My big beautiful man. Looking after my troubled son when I am not in town. Picking him up from police. God, I am so sorry.”
“Don’t apologize, please, Ilya.”
Shane can’t handle it. It’s too much. He thought Ilya would be angry… He thought… He thought…
Ilya is still kissing Shane like he’s somehow valuable— precious and it feels so unfair.
“I hardly did anything."
"I think you are so responsible you don't see clearly all the things you do for others."
Shane shakes his head, babbles, "I didn’t do anything. I couldn’t even take the morning off to make sure you were okay.”
Ilya pulls back only to cup Shane’s face, frowning.
“I know it was important today.”
It was, but… but maybe beneath the defensiveness, the pathetic truth is that Shane wishes he could be that person who took time off, who put his relationship with Ilya first.
Ilya shakes his head. “You left work yesterday for Nikolaj, yes? During big important day.”
“Well, yeah. He was at the police station, Ilya,”
“When it matters, you are there. That is more important than answering my messages. And you help him with video.”
“They posted it already?”
Ilya looks guilty. “I stopped by Boston to check on my Nika first, I brought a new phone and he hates the color. Wants this ugly orange one. All day he was like a mad cat. You did good coaching him for the video. He was almost like respectable guy.”
Shane groans. God, Ilya was the one in the hotel room. Seeing Shane, clearly not answering any of his messages as he facetimed his kid. Ilya, who didn’t mention he was there…
“You were mad I ghosted you,” Shane intuits.
“Maybe a little. But I understand you were busy saving Nikolaj’s career. You fix him again.” Oh geez, Ilya heard that line too? “It’s too many times for that troublesome kid.” Ilya looks aggrieved.
Shane will worry about the (valid) nepotistic concern of Ilya and Shane helping Niko so often later. Shane feels worse now. The warm weave of Ilya’s empathy is hard to stomach when Shane has hardly done anything to deserve it.
Ilya sighs, kisses Shane’s cheek once more and then guides Shane to the couch. He peels of Shane’s blazer, hanging it on the kitchen chair, undoes the tie and even unbuttons Shane’s shirt for him.
Shane rubs at his bare arms, down to his slacks and white undershirt.
Before he can complain of cold, Ilya is digging through his backpack by the coffeetable and wriggling out a McGill sweatshirt, handing it over to Shane.
The black fabric is thick, smells of Ilya and detergent from their Montreal home. The worn felt feeling is soothing after the rough day. Ilya sits, pulls his own black tee-shirt down over the soft swell of his stomach and Shane finds himself laying his head on Ilya thigh. Ilya’s hand dips into Shane’s awful, greasy hair, and pet through.
What a shitty day… Even with all Shane accomplished, it just never feels close to enough. There’s always something. Langstrom’s sharp, nearly knowing eyes even as he protected Shane with his silence…
Does Ilya know that Shane was thinking about him through every part of it. Wanting to tell him every piece, every triumph and pitfall threatening his career and each minor quibble about not getting to work out or the fact the coffee pods he likes were out in the break room. Shane grapples with how deep in this relationship he feels, thousands of feet underwater and uncaring of that fact, and maybe this is the real Ilya curse. That he is locked in even when he tries to leave, that there is no space, because one way or another Shane will ache for him, needs him. But Ilya’s hand is steady in his hair and he breathes through it.
“You miss the party nightlife, hm? Have to get it in with my teenage son.”
Shane groans. “I had one glass of wine. I deserved a drink.”
“You see why I am not ready for another baby. My Nika still needs raising.” Ilya sighs. “He owes you very nice bottle of wine.”
“Would probably give me a sixer of Molsons, it’s the official beer of the MLH this year, you know,” Shane says, feeling Ilya’s laugh, dense by his ear.
“You are seeing sponsorship opportunities for him? Maybe you two can do an ad together. I miss seeing you in wet tee-shirts and topless.”
Shane huffs. “You really think Niko needs that kind of attention?”
“No, he wears fur coat. Big, heavy. Too young for shirtless multinational ads, I think.”
The irony of Ilya, unofficial king of shirtless gym pics on 2012 Twitter trying to police his son is too rich to even mention.
Shane quietly admits that Niko said Shane could call him Nika too. He doesn’t know what he expects. Hurt maybe, a twist to Ilya’s face. That’s only for parents, for me and Sveta. Instead Ilya sounds pleased.
“Good,” he hums. “Is important to have people in life to call you, um, pet name.”
“Diminutive,” Shane says, because he is not calling Ilya’s son by a pet name.
“Yes, like mon coeur.”
Shane turns and blinks up at Ilya, feeling a splash of embarrassment heat his face. “You looked it up.”
Yes, I learn a little, Ilya says, in fragmented, heavily accented Quebecois.
Shane is agog. You’re learning Quebecois? 
Ilya takes a moment to parse before saying, yes. 
Shane feels wordless.
“But… It’s not my first language—”
“I know, but is language you speak.”
“You didn’t learn it for— how many years have you been in Montreal?”
“Too long,” Ilya gripes. “But you like for pet names. Sometimes in sex. I want to understand every sexy word,” he says, like it is simple.
Shane is so verklempt, so in love. “It’s easier to say some things in French.” Like calling Ilya My Heart. It’s romantic, more fitting in a language that sits cozy in the back of his throat. Less mawkish and humiliating than English.
Shane can’t move past being stunned. Because Ilya has clung to Russian like a lifeline to his long-lost home, demanding and inhospitable as his country proved to be. Ilya still speaks it at every opportunity, even to the dog. He made a haven for Russian in his family triad, likely stunting his own English development in the process and not cared a whit. To Ilya, English is a frustrating function, a necessity of his world, not a pleasure. Ilya does not learn languages because he wants to… but Quebecois French he does just to hear Shane say My Heart.
“I haven’t started Russian yet,” Shane says, guilty as hell. “I kept meaning to, but there isn’t time. I—”
Ilya laughs. “Sweetheart, please. It’s not competition.” Shane huffs and Ilya grins down at him, all amusement. “Okay, maybe it is competition. I am winning, as usual. Nothing new.  But it’s no rush. We will be married for a long time my casserole.
Shane splutters a laugh. Has to rub at his eyes. Ilya is so stupid, so dumb, so sweet.
All of this love lives in the air, even as underneath it that hurt from before still aches. Shane doesn’t know how the heart can multitask so much. It makes him want even more to make this okay between them. Makes it easy to believe he can be the kind of person who changes.
“I’m sorry for being bad about calling after leaving.”
“You ran,” Ilya corrects. “It’s okay.”
“I didn’t run— and it’s not okay,” Shane replies. He lifts his head, needs to face Ilya head on for this. Ilya raises a brow, like which is it then? 
“I needed space,” Shane reframes.
“You can have space,” Ilya says, and then shuts his mouth quickly. Shane is anxious how flexible Ilya is sometimes. Ilya’s knack for moulding himself around Shane makes it hard to understand what he really wants, and worst of all, it echoes the way he reassured Shane that he didn’t have to come out. The kindness makes Shane’s weakness feel more humiliating; it wasn’t even worth asking Shane to try and change— Shane couldn’t. Incapable of growth or discomfort. Just a robot good at functioning in its set parameters.
Although, since Shane started this conversation with a lecture about how he can’t change his workaholic tendencies, maybe he understands Ilya’s hesitation here…
And even with that awful speech about Shane’s nonexistent work life balance, true as it was, Ilya still finds the errant cord. Says, but you left work for Niko like it was enough. How could something that small ever be enough for anyone in a committed relationship?
He exhales, tilts his neck a little. “I will… try to talk to you or text in the future. And ask for space before leaving.” Hard to do when he’s so worked up, the buzzing in his head so loud, but it’s important to remember Ilya and be considerate, even when Ilya is desperately hurting Shane. He’s… not always done with his other partners, and he’s realizing maybe he’s been a bit of an asshole. It’s just so much easier to process things on his own, in his apartment away from the chaos of people and the feeling, the heat of the moment.
God, but loving someone this much is strange. Runs counter to all his self-protective tendencies.
Ilya eases at Shane’s words, and it makes the difficulty of what he said easier.
“About the thing,” Shane says, because he knows they still have to talk about it.
“If it upsets you, we don’t have to talk,” Ilya says, and his hands work on his thighs.
Shane rubs his face. “We can’t not talk because it upsets me.”
Ilya’s expression betrays his vague accusation that Shane will only run again when he’s hurt, but they literally just talked about this. Ilya seems to realize it, and he looks at the ceiling and takes a deep breath. Shane’s heart thuds as he sees how uneasy Ilya is, that this communication between them is also an effort for him.
“I do not think I know why you are hurt by discussion on open marriage,” Ilya finally admits. Shane wonders if he’s been to therapy since they talked because there is an impressive lack of accusation in the words. It makes Shane stop and think very hard before answering, checking and double checking himself before he finally speaks.
“I think… that I am worried that we may have different ideas of what a marriage is. It terrifies me.”
Yes, more than the scrape of Svetlana, this is what scared Shane most. A fundamental gap between them. The way Ilya said normal marriage.
“You think it makes us, um,” Ilya hand came up, battling his English. “Not a good pair?” he tries.
“Incompatible?” Shane supplies. Ilya makes a soft, aching sound.
“Did not know there was a ‘in’ for that word. In-compatible,” Ilya whispers. “I think I have said noncompatible before many times.” The joke is soft, doesn’t hide the anxiety twisting Ilya’s expression. “You think because of this we are—"
“I don’t,” Shane says, throat so tight and so hard. “I don’t think we are in. We’re compatible. So compatible, Ilya. But when things like this happen, I worry because…”
Even if we are incompatible, I want you anyway. This is too insane to say, sounds downright unhealthy because who would ever want that. But Shane feels it in a way he never cared about when dating the rest of those men. He always had an escape route, a map to his own safety. He doesn’t have any of that here—is actively ejecting all the safety pods he lovingly installed over decades in his pursuit of this baffling, tender man. Shane’s man.
“I think we have different idea of marriage,” Ilya says after a beat. “But is okay. We make what our marriage will be together. It’s not something we have before, it’s something we have to…”
“Create?” Shane offers.
“See why I must learn Quebecois? I see you, your freckles, I cannot find any of my English words. You make me stupid, trying to communicate complicated, unknown topics. Never did I need this kind of English before I knew you.”
Saying Shane makes him stupid is hardly a compliment, but Shane feels himself flush down to his neck, pulls Ilya’s hoodie strings into his mouth to ease the burn of the feeling. He realizes how gross the habit is on a hoodie not his own, but Ilya leans forward, kisses into the mouth and the knot of string tangles between them, saliva slick.
 
 
 
 
Shane sleeps deep and long, catching almost ten hours. Ilya lolls awake on Shane’s side at 6AM, and Shane is too sleep satisfied to not press gently against his head, until Ilya slinks down and suckles Shane’s cock until he’s shaking and moaning, half certain he’s still sunk in a dream. Ilya moans, deep and hard as Shane edges him with a plug, and the yes, yes, yes of his body talk is so affirming after the difficult words of yesterday. It is good to speak the same language of release again. Like factory reset, back on the same page.
Ilya’s body cannot lie about what it wants, what it needs, and Shane relishes this artless honesty, hopes one day the sincerity can spread to everything they do.
Ilya skips morning practice (so easily, so generously. It is a competition and Shane will one day catch up) to accompany Shane to his home gym and spot him for his augmented chest presses. Exercise always brings out that sharp, competitive look in Ilya’s eyes as he watches each of Shane’s muscle groups strain and press. You’re getting so fucking huge. Big arms. Big thighs. My big man.
Silly. Shane has barely put on three pounds of muscle, his gains are nowhere near what they were in his twenties, not to mention his stubborn belly has hardly shrunk. And yet, Ilya puffs up every gain, makes him feel towering in that unapologetic, braggy way that made Ilya so hated in the league and so beloved by Shane.
Ilya shaves Shane, quick and dexterous, and kisses his shorn cheek before he leaves out the door.
“Have a good day at work, Sweetheart.”
Shane turns back to him, grabbing his bare arm and just holding him. He doesn’t know how to say it, what he wants to say. All the all of it. His gratitude, his attraction, the strange magic where Ilya transforms crisis to catharsis.
“I’m going to fuck them up today.”
Ilya grins. “Wow. Very scary. They will run if they’re smart.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    .
.
.
.
.
uhhh i think death and taxes (and shane hollander) has officially broken containment. considering one of the tags is "the difficult morass of adulthood" i think it probably has only reached readers through word of mouth, so thank you everyone who has spread the old man hollanov disease. you really are doing the most for this strange little fic. i appreciate you. <3

next chapter will be out in a couple days. hayden part two!!!


  


      

  












      Chapter 8: shane is scrupulous
  



    Chapter Notes

      i'd call this chapter the spiritual successor to the shane hollander dick collection.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Hayden meeting Ilya is about as difficult as Shane expected. In Hayden’s defense, he clearly means well. Ilya just has a nasty habit of eating means well for breakfast. Ilya raises an eyebrow as Hayden scans him up and down, arms crossed, brow furrowed.
Ilya shoots Shane a doubtful look, but Shane shrugs— stay calm.
“I guess…it sort of makes sense,” Hayden decides.
“Does it?” Ilya asks, dry. “Sort of?”
“Yeah. Shane needs someone to challenge him, right? Or something.”
"Or something," Ilya agrees, a mean mimic in his mouth.
Seeing Hayden try to make logic them is almost silly, but Shane would rather reward the behavior than not.
“You definitely do that, right, Ilya?”
Ilya gives Shane an unamused look, but when Shane holds his hand out, he raises a brow, I know what you’re doing, Sweetheart, but takes it, squeezing gently. Hayden seems satisfied with this show of affection. He nods to himself.
“It’s been ages anyway. Only an obsessed idiot would hold onto old sports grudges. Besides, what are two lost teeth in a long MLH career, right?”
Now Ilya is the one with his brow furrowed.
“Two? No, I took three of your teeth.”
Hayden’s back goes up and Shane puts a hand on his forehead.
“Three?” Hayden asks tightly.
“2022 I think? Winter Showcase in Detroit.”
Shane feels like throwing his hands up. Ilya pretends amnesia whenever fans bring up games, you sure I was there? Was not someone else demolishing the Metros? And Shane gets that because there is nothing worse than meeting fans who correct you for not remembering one of literally thousands of games, but apparently, the games where Ilya takes teeth from Shane’s good friend, the when and where and how many, that was worth setting into stone.
“No, it was two. Only two. Marleau got that one in Detroit,” Hayden corrects. "You're misremembering."
“Was a scrap, you in middle of me and Marleau. I hit your head hard—”
“Ilya,” Shane warns.
“Pushed you into Marleau’s stick and front tooth goes flying… Should be at least an assist, no? I get a point for that.”
“Ilya stop arguing for three teeth.”
Ilya shrugs like what, what did I do?
Shane begins to suspect Hayden’s jaw is Ilya’s real Boston Bears.
Hayden seemed to be having similarly unhappy thoughts.
“I take it back,” Hayden says to Shane. “He’s worse than his son.”
“My son is best player of his draft year. Weird you want to compare me to highly competitive 18-year-old. Would be lucky if he joined your team. Very badly need more talented center, don’t you?”
“Crazy to hear advice from someone coaching the smalltime college league.”
“Maybe. But the Marlet’s win our cup? Where is yours?”
Hayden makes a strangled sound.
“I don’t want to know either of you,” Shane decides, and both rise in protest, accusation. “Neither of you are invited to the wedding if you act like this.”
Ilya is all exaggerated outrage. “Is our wedding? Who you marry? Anya? Yourself?”
“Better a dog than this shit stirring!”
Ilya scowls, probably because he likes being a shit stirrer. It’s a cornerstone of his personality, certainly.  Shane doesn’t mind when he gets to watch Ilya say all the terrible things Shane is too polite to, but he needs Ilya to point it away from Shane’s small but preciously maintained group of loved ones.
Hayden coughs Got ‘im.
“And Anya could be my best man, if it comes to it. Or JJ.”
“Hey,” Hayden says, serious. “That’s not funny. I was your winger for years!”
Shane looks at both of them unimpressed.
It’s shocking how quickly they can find common ground after that. What they end up bonding over is therapy of all things. Hayden name drops his couples’ therapist in relation to counting down from ten (“before I murder you, Rozanov”) because Jackie is starting meditation, and it’s interesting to see Ilya hold back for a moment, then choose to expose himself. My therapist, she also says it’s good to try meditation at this point in life. Quiet the world a little.
Hayden leans back and looks at Ilya with new respect, as if anyone willing to work on themselves is worth hearing out. Ilya clearly itches under the vulnerability, but forces himself to open on the private topic. For Shane.
Shane sets his hand on Ilya’s thigh in appreciation, and Ilya loosens his posture.
“Maybe we can get Shane to go one day,” Hayden jokes.
“I’m good, thanks,” Shane says, uneasy as it’s brought up again. Ilya watches him carefully.
“He reads his books. Besides, he knows more about being a good parent than I do,” Ilya says, so easily seeing through Shane and it makes him feel safe. No one else in Shane’s life has ever accused him of anything like emotional IQ before Ilya, that’s for sure.
Ilya snaps. “Reminds me I should read the book on dating later in life.”
“You can borrow my copy if you ask nicely,” Shane jokes.
Hayden laughs. “I’ve had that feeling too with Uncle Shane and my kids. He might just be a savant, you know.”
“Kids and hockey, it may be,” Ilya agrees.
At the end of their meeting, Hayden says it again easily, “Whatever I can do or say to help, you just let me know. I’m there. My locker room knows how I feel, so does my GM.”
Now Shane sees Ilya’s respect swell, along with a fidgety guilty feeling that Shane has had before. Like Hayden is somehow a bit braver than either of them and has been for a while.
It’s unjustifiably annoying.
Shane voices it aloud in the car on the way home and Ilya commiserates. “We are slow, very homophobic.” He sighs, curses in Russian and shakes his head. “Time to catch up.” He kisses Shane’s cheek. “We still have time to beat Pike!”
 
Whether it’s remembering Ilya’s old play style, or the idea of his plan finally going well after such a bumpy stretch, Shane is champing at the bit when they get home. A stirring, hot, clenching need. 
He gives Ilya look after look at the front door, waiting for him to do something about it, but Ilya obsesses over Anya, pets her pretty wet face and takes her out for a walk. He asks Shane if he wants to come along, and Shane tells him no in a very clipped tone.
Ilya leaves, and Shane goes to the bed, uncertain if Ilya is not picking up the hint or if Ilya is teasing Shane, making him wait.
…That idea is a little hot. He pets himself through his khaki’s, feeling his cock rise to the occasion. Wonders if Ilya is strolling around Montreal thinking of what to do to Shane when he gets back.
So wrapped up in his thoughts, Shane doesn’t hear the front door. Doesn’t notice Ilya until he is standing in the door, leash loose in his hand and a smile curling over his face.
Right now, Shane feels perverted, humiliated to be seen so wanting, hand grinding his own cock, couldn’t even take his pants off— but in Ilya’s hands, all these things only make Shane grip himself harder, panting a long hot breath out.
“You are impatient. Starting without me when I try to keep our house together and your floors clean of shit.”
Ilya carefully moves Anya out of the way and shuts the door to keep her out. He slinks inside. His body moving with such careful grace that Shane can only jerk up into his hand.
He likes looking at Ilya, watching him openly. Being seen.
“Desperate. Should give you something better to rub into.”
Shane’s mind grapples, hand? Mouth? Thigh? Foot?
Ilya grins, leaving Shane’s curiosity unanswered as he starts stripping. His running has shaved a little more width from his stomach, added more lean muscle to his thighs. Shane misses how huge his pump got his chest, but there is always something to appreciate about Ilya’s body. His cock is heavy, limp— it often is when they start. Ilya takes a little riling and Shane doesn’t mind. Likes how long everything lasts.
Ilya goes to the drawer on his side, collects the bottle of lube (chocolate flavored, Ilya’s favorite) and he kneels on the bed.
“Take off.”
Shane listens, his fingers working quick on his shirt buttons. He wriggles out of his khaki’s, letting Ilya peel them off Shane’s legs. Shane quickly folds them, watching Ilya’s considering gaze. For how often he accuses Shane of plotting, Ilya is always working quietly behind his eyes.
Ilya coats his hand in the lube. Yes, yes, yes, Shane loves that big square hand—
Ilya gropes downward, not for his dick, but for Ilya's own thighs. Oh fuck.
“Come, is the closest you get to fucking me.”
Shane hesitates, he doesn’t want to fuck Ilya, but it is somewhere new to rut against. Warm and strong. Ilya turns on his side, so Shane’s good shoulder presses against the bed, and he plasters himself against Ilya, arm around to keep his other shoulder aligned. They are getting closer to the same size again, it makes Shane feel more desperate somehow.
He rocks his cock against Ilya’s ass, uselessly.
“Ah, ah, not there. Though maybe you come between my ass cheeks someday. Honeymoon idea. We will have such a long fuck vacation.”
Shane flushes. He already feels close, is that pathetic?
Ilya reaches behind, and gropes at Shane’s thigh, jockeying him closer. Shane wiggles up close, his cockhead kissing between Ilya’s thighs. They’re so hairy. He shivers at the brush of his sensitive head against Ilya’s coarse thighs.
“Come on, Sweetheart. Don’t be afraid. I don’t bite.”
“You fucking do.”
“Only when you beg.”
Shane pushes his cock against the seam of Ilya’s thighs and moans as it enters. His cockhead tingles when he breeches the other side, feeling the sting of cold air on his head..
“You are so long, fucking huge cock commissioner.”
Shane ignores Ilya’s version of sex talk. It’s always arousing but strange. Shane feels his hips rabbiting up, in and out of the warm heat, the strange texture that almost makes him shudder, but mostly makes him shiver.
He’s so hot, so desperate. Ilya always puts him off his game enough that he’s at the mercy of feeling. Animal and simple. He’s panting so hard a little drool falls behind Ilya’s ear and Ilya groans.
Maybe all of Ilya’s talk about Shane being selfish is true, because he is on the cusp of coming when he finally realizes that he should touch Ilya, stoke him the way Ilya always does when he is behind Shane, rocking into him; he’d be such a terrible top.
Shane pants, reaches around, and cups a soft, fleshy cock. Ilya’s limp—
Shane comes hard, seeing it splutter on Ilya’s thighs, dip from the crease of his legs and it all smells like chocolate and sex and he moans hard, rocking a few more times until his cock feels gross and cold.
He wriggles off, reaching for the wetwipes in his bedside drawer.
Shane’s breathing is still heavy—more worked up than any exercise can get him.
Did he just miss it? Did Ilya already come? His brain whirs, trying to make sense.
“You didn’t…?”
“No. Not today, it seems,” Ilya doesn’t sound bothered, or even particularly frustrated as he rolls over onto his back. Shane feels stunned.
“It’s okay,” Ilya preempts. “I’ll think about you humping me so hard you drool. Will make me cum gallons when I am alone.”
Shane wrinkles his nose. Fucking nasty... worst still that Shane kind of likes it. Still. he really didn't come. Shane feels like he missed a a turn somewhere, he's so disoriented, turned around. It's just never happened.
On automatic, he cleans himself up, strokes Ilya’s cock with the wetwipe by habit, before remembering he didn’t come. He still holds Ilya’s cock, feeling its limp, uselessness.
“Shane… Is normal sometimes for people,” Ilya tries, a thread of unease slinking into his voice. “And on my meds, it can be tricky some days. Is normal,” he argues, and is probably working himself up. “You don’t have to try anything or…”
Ilya’s dick is fleshy, warm and giving. Plump like a polish sausage. Shane kneads it gently.
Ilya’s head cocks like a loon. “You like that I am limp?”
“No.” Shane flushes. “I like when you come. A lot.”
“But you are not acting like this because you are bothered I didn’t… Is this a power thing?”
“I don’t have power things.” Shane ignores Ilya’s sound of incredulity. “I Just…” Shane was so afraid of this happening, of their desires being out of sync, of wanting so much and the excruciating humiliation of being the only one, but now that it has happened... “We’re like a married couple. You know. We’ve been around each other long enough that we’ve had sex that isn’t…” Shane can’t explain it. “We didn’t have time before, you know?”
“To mess up?”
“Yeah.” Shane huffs a laugh.
They never had time for their cocks and desires to be out of sync, always crashing into each other like each time might be their last. This, Shane’s uselessly persistent arousal, Ilya’s mercurial cock, this is the gift of a long-term relationship.
Ilya looks sad but covers it with a smile.
 “I will be limp many times, Sweetheart. You will have to get used to my feet and thighs. Or maybe I fuck you with a toy.”
“You don’t have to make sure I come,” Shane says, because he doesn’t want to put Ilya off by needing too much. Knows he has done so before with other relationships, made them feel put-upon and dating a deviant. Shane’s sexual appetite, once stoked by Ilya, just hasn’t eased, even all these years later. It’s embarrassing to want to fuck like he's twenty all the time.
“But what will I think about when you are at work? Or when you take too long in the bathroom? Sometimes you are in there for ten minutes. Or more.”
…Shane should have remembered who the real deviant in the relationship is, and how much he adores it.
 
 
Even with Ilya’s (questionably sweet) lip service, Shane tries to be on his best behaviour the next day and not ask for too much sexually. Ilya saying he’s fine with it is one thing, but it’s got to be a chore to get someone else off all the time. Ilya watches Shane sit a completely appropriate distance away on the couch with faint amusement and a glint in his eye that makes him look like a very patient animal. Shane scowls at the sly expression and opens his phone to answer a few work emails now that they are in the final talks with a new hotel chain for playoffs.
Ilya stands, makes a show of stretching in front of Shane, drawing the bow of his chest wide and taut, muscles and warm flesh broadening and flexing. He’s lost some weight, but he has also made good on his promise, he is definitely Shane’s bear in all ways that matter. Stretching only proves his hugeness, his breadth. Fuck.
Then Ilya leaves, hand drawing his sweatpants up in a practiced, cozy motion that had no right to being alluring. Anya trots after him, ever obedient. Shane can relate.
Shane got off yesterday. There is no reason he should be so worked up, he tells himself as he stares sightlessly into an email. He puts his phone down and thinks about the things he wants to fix about his apartment, the new lightbulbs to order for the hallways because he thinks some of the brightness has faded and there are surely more energy efficient lights on the market. Mr. Kim complained that the elevator stalls and he has a few people coming by to service it. His renewed workout schedule had made him want to install a a sauna, but he isn’t sure where he can fit one on their floor without compromising their space and he doesn’t much fancy walking past Nina Semonov and her eight grandchildren in a towel—
“Shane, I think you forget something.”
Ilya’s voice echoes down the hallway from their room. Shane thinks about ignoring Ilya for all of three seconds. Then he stands, follows the voice beckoning him closer.
“I don’t think I did,” Shane says. Despite Ilya’s certainly joking words, Shane does check that he has his phone in his pocket as he reaches the door. He has it.
He glances up to Ilya’s curling, amused grin. Smug bastard. He’s sitting on the bed, shirt removed, and a roll of thick Canadian cash in his hand.
“You are a bad landlord. Not asking for rent for a long time.”
“Ilya, I don’t need your rent,” Shane says, mouth dry. It’s that weird thrumming feeling he gets whenever Ilya mentions things like this. Being his landlord. Controlling his financial assets.
“No?” Ilya stands, strides closer and Shane finds himself widening his legs automatically, bracing for the hit, and Ilya give it to him. Wrapping his arms around Shane, dragging him to the bed. Shane thrashes, wrests free, laughing, as Ilya readjusts, grappling around Shane’s waist. He’s so preoccupied trying to suck in his belly that Ilya manages to drag him down onto the bed and his lap. Shane thrashes but it’s mostly for show— this is one of his favourite places to be.
Surely not getting off until three pm is good enough behaviour to show he’s not totally deviant, right? Right? Probably not.
“Ilya, you don’t have to, like, prove anything to me,” Shane mumbles, guilty.
“What am I proving?” Ilya asks. “Am just trying to pay my rent.” One arm wrapped bandlike over Shane’s chest, he uses the other hand to grab the cash and shove it into Shane’s sweatpants pocket. Shane expects him to then strip Shane and flip him over, but instead, the hand lingers. Wriggling around in the pants pocket, stretching the fabric until he reaches Shane’s boxer covered cock and rubs.
Oh fuck.
Shane’s head rocks back onto Ilya’s shoulder. Ilya, having won the fight and subdued Shane, uses the second hand to slip into the other pocket, rubbing him intently and imprecisely. The wild, inexact nature of his touching works Shane up in fits and starts, sweatpants dragged down past his iliac crest, pubic hair spreading wildly down as his cock swells in his boxers. Ilya's fingers are inarticulate through so much cloth but dogged in their quest to stroke him.
“Fuck. Fuck me, Ilya.”
Ilya’s breath brushes Shane’s neck. “You sure you want Mr. Landlord? Sure you do not want to sit next to each other on couch twenty centimeters apart? Answer work emails?”
“Ilya.” Shane swallows. God. “Please.”
He doesn’t care if Ilya is hard, if he means to use a toy or a fucking screwdriver. If Ilya just gets off on the mental game of Shane begging, Shane will give it to him, will humiliate himself gladly by needing so much sex while Ilya is slack and impotent.
He rocks against Ilya’s hips— and today it seems he need not ask, because there is an answering hardness from his begging.
Ilya withdraws his hand and moves, splaying Shane out on the bed— A quiet snap. The quick move made the rubber band break and money it spills all over the bedspread. Shane writhes there for a moment, hot and bothered… but the scratchy texture of the money has him grunting and moving away. It smells awful, dirty and oddly metallic. He pulls back, almost falls off the bed. Anya starts barking and that’s when Shane realizes she’s been there the whole time.
“Ilya, with Anya watching?!”
“She is a dog.”
Shane shakes his head, horny and irritated in an Ilya special cocktail of emotions.
“Can you pick up the money while I put her away. It’s dirty, I don’t want it on my skin. Maybe put down a towel?”
Ilya raises an eyebrow. “You know, after working so hard to get rent money for my demanding landlord, I may be too tired. Might just lie here. You can do the work.”
Shane’s mind processes this. Ilya against the backdrop of the money. Riding Ilya like that. Is that really…?
He sees Ilya reach down and squeeze his own cock, hand lingering and petting his bulge. Shameless. Oh, so shameless.
If Ilya wants Shane to ride him on a gross pile of money, then Shane will do that. He’s generous, okay?
Shane turns away, lest Ilya get too smug, and snaps his fingers at Anya until she follows him back into the main room. Shane has let Ilya turn one of the spare rooms into an Anya play space, because if they leave her in the living room while they fuck, she spends the whole time scratching on the door, and Shane has spent too much time getting fucked to the steady sound of scratching than he would ever prefer.
Shane shuts the door on her gently, ignoring her whining. There is a puppy pad and plenty of toys, and even a door to let her out onto Shane’s spacious balcony.
He turns and makes a b-line for the bedroom… only he stops, goes to his jacket and pulls out his money clip without really knowing why.
Back in the room, Ilya is naked there, lying on the bed, one hand lazily stroking his hardened cock with lube. One beady blue eye peeks up at him as he enters. He looks indulgent on the money. He’s spread it out, made a bed of cash in many colors. If the plastic feeling bothers him, he doesn’t say, sprawling and loose like he might go to sleep.
Shane throws his money clip on the bed and goes to the bathroom, cleaning his hands and taking off his sweats. He comes out and picks up the lube. Vanilla today, apparently, and dribbles a clear line onto his fingers. Then he bends over, one hand on Ilya’s stomach for stability as he rubs his fingers inside himself, getting a good spread. Ilya’s breathing hitches under his palm and Shane can feel the pressure of his eyes boring into the side of his face.
Ilya moves himself back on the bed, money crumpling, making space for Shane to kneel and settle himself, inch by inch, onto Ilya’s cock. He bottoms out and groans, always so appreciative of the pressure around him, in him, the weight of Ilya’s cock. Ilya’s eyes are feverish, bright and wild. His jaw tense as he fights the urge to jerk up, fails, and makes Shane groan like he’s been punched.
Shane rocks himself up and down a little until the burn feels familiar and good. Not for the first time, he is glad that he has the shoulder injury and not the knee injury like Ilya. Lets him get fucked in so many myriad ways.
He and Ilya work in tandem, so often do, and in no time at all they are sweating and heaving. Sweat drips down Shane’s forehead, drops onto Ilya, who drags a finger through it on his chest. Shoves up hard in answer and makes Shane gasp.
Ilya looks like the definition of debauched, rich, spoilt, tacky. Like his second year on the league where he wore nothing but name brand tracksuits and heavy gold jewelry. Ilya’s clearly loving the crinkle of money, running his hands through it and Shane wants so much to know what he’s thinking, what fantasy he’s living in. Shane still thinks it’s a little dirty, it’s just money— but maybe that’s because it’s not his money that Ilya is bathing in. And Shane understands why he took his money clip.
Shane picks his clip up, legs stalling and making Ilya do all the work as he writhes and pivots inside Shane. He slows as he sees Shane opening the latch. Bills, small and big denominations of American and Canadian cash fall onto Ilya’s chest in plops of folded paper and plastic. Ilya’s hands flutter from Shane’s hips and onto Shane’s money, clutching it to his chest, and dragging it, spreading the bills out into a beautiful fan. Hugging it to himself, chest heaving. God, god. It’s so good. Makes him look wrecked and wreathed. Precious and terrible and so Shane’s.
Shane rocks himself up and down harder, hand traveling up, feeling Ilya’s nipple, and the purple tenner beneath it. He comes, handsfree onto Ilya, onto the money. Just like the money, Ilya rubs it into himself and Shane moans, almost pained as Ilya jerks up into him harder and harder, until he spills.
And Shane realizes at that point that he forgot a condom.
Cleaning up without a condom is a deeply inelegant experience that requires a lot of Ilya helping aim the showerhead and Shane trying to backseat drive the whole process. The only thing more humiliating is seeing the stack of dirty money with Shane’s cum on it on their bed.
“Oh my god.”
“I know. We are so hot. Even I am surprised by the things we do.”
Maybe Shane should have felt relieved at the affirmation of their physical relationship despite Ilya’s slightly different sex drive. Mostly Shane feels horrified about the cum money.
“Can it be laundered?”
Ilya laughs.
“No, I mean— put in the laundry.”
“No one will be weird if there is a dirty spot on money, you know.”
“Ilya. We cannot use any of this if it isn’t cleaned.” And Shane may be (possibly) too rich for his own good, but he isn’t rich enough to the point where throwing away perfectly good money is logical, ethical, or reasonable. But it’s not like they can give it away either, even to the bank. Shane would perish if any of it got sent under a black light.
 
Shane and Ilya spend a good half hour with dozens of antiseptic wipes swiping down each and every single bill, front and back.
Shane looks at Ilya, stunned and vaguely accusatory, whenever he has the presence of mind. What is Shane’s life that this is what he does on his day off? He's 48 with an office job. He’s not a deviant, not at all compared to Ilya, he’s realizing. He’s never wanted to do something egregiously tacky like this, and yet, he now has a lube covered c-note in his hand.
“First you fuck me like we are dumb rookies on a power trip. Now this. Has anyone ever cleaned money like this? I don’t think so. I think you invent new boring activity.”
Shane scowls, disgusted at the American hundred-dollar bill in his hand. “Why are they still using paper money? Seriously?” He’ll have to air dry it. He lays it flat on his plate and swipes both sides anyways. “I’m not sure this is usable.”
Ilya peels it off the plate and pulls it close to his nose, making Shane gag.
“Vanilla.” He grins. “It’s just lube. Not to worry, I will put to good use.”
Shane fidgets, latex gloves squeaking as he clenches his hands. “Isn’t it my money?” Shane’s money and Ilya’s pretend rent money, supposedly. Really just foreplay to stick his hands in Shane's pockets, though Shane is easy enough he doesn't even think the whole thing was necessary. Not worth this effort, anyway.
“Mmm, well, it was. But am pretty sure you gave it to me when you fucked me on it. It’s how it works with strippers. You know. Which is how you treat me.”
“I didn’t treat you like a stripper,” Shane says, trying to avoid Ilya’s eyes. God, he’s too old to feel like an embarrassed teenager about sex. “You were the one really loving it, rubbing it all over.”
Ilya’s expression drops to a zen-like pleasure. “Yes. When I was younger, I think I will make it in life when I can take a money bath. And I really did.”
Shane splutters. “You did not.”
“I did! Got in the bath and then pour money in. It was very dirty, actually, not like a bath.”
Shane laughs. “Smells disgusting, right? We really need to change our sheets.”
“I thought if I had money, I could buy a very fast car and get away from all bullshit. Was very big fantasy. But when I had fastest car and money bath, I realized I was not any happier.” He tilts his head. “Very sober thing for eighteen year old me. Destroyed me for like, two days before I go to a club." Shane snorts. Ilya quirks his head. "Did not know yet I needed the love of a good, very boring and tidy man.”
Shane’s hand reaches for Ilya’s on reflex, and their latex gloves squeak hideously together. Ilya bursts out a laugh.
“I get to relive fantasy, but much better with you, obviously.” He winks, turning back to a c-note. “And I will look forward to spending your money later. Ah, no fighting. Is stripper rule.”
Shane feels a flush go through him again, Ilya’s eyes clocking him, but saying nothing. He knows something about Shane, and it’s freaky that Shane does not know what it is. The feeling that Ilya understands how Shane works better than himself, but how can that even be possible?
It grates on some competitive streak. Shane, reluctantly, asks himself why the idea of Ilya taking his money and spending it makes him feel so hot and spacey in his head, like the best of Ilya’s games. Can’t think of why, it’s not like Shane had fantasies of sex and money ever in his life before this moment. He’s never really cared for showing off that he has it like some players, much prefers nurturing and growing his finances through strategic investment like his father taught him. Another game off the ice, another place to put his energy that rewards him with thick dividends and enables him to pursue his very particular lifestyle. He knows Ilya has gone through periods where, despite all his cars and money, he’s been broke because of his greedy family, which is probably another reason he loved the cash. But Shane and Ilya never brought that to their dynamic—
His mind stumbles over a moment.
“Do you remember the All-Stars game, at that hotel? You were in the pool.”
“Mm, yes, you were very sexy in your sunglasses. Almost as hot as reading glasses.”
“Of course you have a ranking.”
“Of course,” Ilya echoes.
Shane thinks of Ilya in the water, the powerful shape of him made childish and kind. And then he strode up to Shane and said something like, Hollander, give me money. I don’t have my wallet.
Shane was trying hard not to be obvious about enjoying talking to Ilya in public. He reached for his billfold and took out an American tenner.
More, Ilya said, his favorite word, his favorite request. More, more more, more of Shane, and Shane always gave it.
Shane handed him one twenty, then another when he asked until Ilya had enough money to buy a school class candy. Ilya smiled, folded the bills between his fingers with a neat flick and turned on his heel, leading a parade of children around the corner. Shane had to go back to his room, all he could think about was Ilya’s hands around Shane’s money. Holding it, carrying it. Maybe even still. The tether connecting them, a real physical thing. Substantial in a way things between them hadn’t been in almost ten years.
“That was the first time I ever gave you anything,” Shane says, flushing. “Not that it was for you. But. I don’t know, it made me feel…”
Useful is not the right word, hardly accounts for the everything and all of it. Needed, maybe? Valuable? A provider? Essential? Something. Something to Ilya. Something concrete and real amid their wordless thing that had to vanish like a shy shadow whenever the eyes of other people were on them.
That day, their fingers brushed over forest green money where everyone could see and Shane felt his heart squeeze.
(And years later, on the heels of a rough breakup and a rare night out of too many drinks, Shane would wake from a shallow sleep with the idea to start a foundation with Rozanov. Yes, Rozanov was married, but it would just be professional, just a way to be in public together in a friendly setting. Good for their images. They would be fronting a worthy cause, something that mattered to both of them, and if it meant the odd breakfast meeting, if it meant flying to hotels or even motels, if it meant having Rozanov in his life again, scheduled and metered in doses, then wasn’t that what Shane’s money really was about? That just like the Montreal apartment, a foundation was another way ((another excuse)) to touch the skin of Ilya Rozanov?)
(But then Shane had thrown up more beer. Fallen asleep again, woken up and cried— not because he missed Rozanov, but because of how disgusted he was with himself. Because he knew it was a plan to sleep with Ilya, laced through a hundred very respectable, justifying hoops, but it was a plan to ruin his marriage and destroy his family life because Shane was sick of seeing his face everywhere, in every rink, and not being able to have even a shred of him, despite being mad as all hell at Rozanov anyway and hardly wanting him. It was baffling. Shane took a shower and ran until his body made him stop, tried to remember who the hell he was and to forget this total lapse in character and judgement.)
Ilya’s hand comes around his shoulder, and he is mindful to keep his dirty glove off Shane’s skin. His arm squeezes, draws Shane closer, even in his awkward, locked-up posture, so Ilya can kiss his cheek.
“Eighteen-year-old Ilya does not know that his fiancé will not only be very rich, but also powerful man. And nice too. You are so useful to me. I need you so badly.”
“Ilya,” Shane groans, because that was blatant and gross pandering.
“And even if you lost all money in bad real estate investment—”
“Ilya. Shut the fuck up. That would never happen. Never.”
“I will still need you.”
Ilya sighs, spreads his arms up and draws all the cash towards him. “But since I am hot and stripper rules apply, I am taking this with me. I will tell you what I buy with it.”
Does Ilya know him well enough to send pictures?
"How do you know that money isn't yours?" Shane asks in a wan attempt at exerting anything like control over the situation that has heat spreading down his face. 
"Is not my money in your wallet. You are taking good care of my finances, I know. Building it big and strong. You'd lose your own money before mine."
"I'm not losing anyone's money." 
Shane peels off his gloves and covers his eyes with a hand, praying to someone for something. Wisdom, maybe, to understand how Ilya is the greediest, most selfless man he knows. Letting Shane have so much of him by handing over every bit of his finances, entangling them desperately and awfully to the point where this relationship has to work out because the alternative is accountant hell for years possibly. But Shane had jumped into that, was only thinking I will make you so rich by being with me, let me, let me, let me have control of all of it, trust me too much. He felt responsible, considerate even, and now suspects maybe those feelings were actually a cover for Ilya’s old favorite power mad. And Ilya sees that, has his hand out for more. More. Be more mad for me.
Shane rubs at his eyes, thinks, you will be the death of me. Ilya smiles, beatifically, as if knowing this.
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  Ilya taps his ring on the steering wheel on the way to Hawkesbury, his favorite nervous habit. Only, instead of one clicking from his right hand, there is an answering click from his left.
Shane eyes the click of the ring greedily. A fat gold ring fits snugly on his crooked pinky, a dark, glowing gemstone in the center.
Last week, Ilya sent a picture of the pinky ring along with the line.
I ♡: They took the money. Though I did see the jewelry owner sniffing. Think he knows it’s lube?
Shane was flushed, thumbs flexing as his mind worked through responses, but mostly he was transfixed on Ilya’s left hand. He drew the picture closer to his face.
Ilya’s pinky was crooked from breaking it so many times, and it was always a little curled. The little ring looked delicate on his large hand and yet…
Shane didn’t wear jewelry himself. He found the constant reminder on his skin aggravating the few times he was fitted out for commercial spots, not to mention there was something that rang wrong to him. Something about delicate necklaces that echoed too much like Cosmo calling him the “prettiest on the ice,” in their write up of the hottest MLH players. Princelike was a word they loved to throw around and it just… wasn’t how Shane saw himself.
On Ilya, the pinky ring looked only smooth and masculine, the same as his necklace. Apt and lusciously bold. Like he belonged in gold and amber gems.
I ♡: Stone is Tiger’s eye. Pretty, no?
Me: Thought you’d be more for diamonds.
I ♡: I make space for that later. Now is warm up. Practice round with clever, pretty stone my fiancé buys me. Like my little engagement ring.
Shane groaned because he wanted badly to get his wedding ring on Ilya, to make a pair for this pretty ring bought with Shane’s cash, but for the perfect fit, he wanted them to try the wedding bands on in person. Thus rings were the last thing on his wedding to-do list. He supposed he had this image to tide him over.
His eyes caught again and again on the dark stone streaked with burning amber enveloped in warm gold. A tangible connection from him to Ilya. Shane shivered a little to be so carried.
Once Shane was back in Montreal, Ilya wasted no time in feeding his pinky and fourth into Shane’s mouth, and he obligingly slid his tongue over the beveled edge and tasting the flat, tumescent roundness of the gemstone.
Ilya watched him with satisfaction, drawing his fingers slowly out with a pop. He cupped Shane’s face and set his left hand against Shane’s cheek, eyes flickering between the ring and Shane’s eyes.
“Mmm, yes. Is a good match with you I think.”
Shane’s mouth was still open and he didn’t care to shut it, not with the air so wet between them. Fuck. Shane had known all his life that his body was his tool, his vessel to sense and interpret the world around him. To win. But after meeting Ilya, he understood his body could be hypnotic. Magnetic. Fucking alluring.
Confidence bloomed, hot and steady under his skin. Made it easy to draw the beringed fingers back into his mouth while reaching for Ilya’s jeans, tugging him closer and pulling his cock out as he stroked in time with his sucking.
Now, Shane stares at the ring drumming on the steering wheel and wishes he had something physical to pull on for his nerves. Instead, he only finds his familiar, too busy mind.
Dad texted this morning to let Shane know that his mom was struggling last night. What he didn’t say but what Shane knows from getting calls from the center is that his mom had an episode, claimed she didn’t live there and tried to leave Hawkesbury House multiple times. She had to be given a mild sedative to get her down for the night.
Dad suggested that maybe they should reschedule their visit, but it only made Shane want to see his mother more, to reassure his anxious heart that she’s well.
Anya's sharp bark does nothing but ratchet Shane's nerves up higher. Ilya speaks sternly to her in Russian. Shane glances warily back to see her snuffling at her crate door, dissatisfied with the gentle rocking of the car. He's already regretting their choice to bring her, is sure she's going to make a mess of their apartment, but it's too late to turn back. 
Ilya wanted Shane’s parents to meet their Anya, and they had it out over whether it was a good idea considering. Ilya argued that animals were great for all people, especially the sick, and Shane snapped at him for calling his mom that and then apologized because it was true. Ilya didn’t hold it against him, just rubbed his back.
In they end they compromise. They bring Anya in the crate so if she overwhelms Shane’s mom, they can put Anya away.
Shane watches the river swim by outside the window and braces himself for more smell, and even some yelling, (though he prays Mom won’t for Ilya’s sake more than his own). His eyes flick to Ilya, once again aching for the burden this has to put on old scars, the nerves that make his fingers work on the steering wheel. He smiles when he catches Shane’s glance, takes Shane’s hand a squeezes.
At the door, Shane’s dad looks tired, wrinkled face more craggy than usual, but he’s delighted by Anya’s wet nose poking through the wire of her kennel. He sticks his fingers inside and gets licked and gently gnawed at for his trouble. Ilya sets the crate down, chest puffing out like a proud new father. Shane leaves them to see his mom, perched on the couch in a soft sweater.
Shane spots the difference in her, a slight vacancy to her expression that he has never seen from his whip smart mom. But when she sees him, she smiles brightly and Shane feels relief.
“Onii-san,” she says, smiling and Shane feels a kick in his chest.
“Mom?”
She frowns. “Our mom’s not here. She’s in Ottawa, right?”
Shane gets closer, reaches for her shoulder. “Mom, it’s me.”
She stares back, unrecognizing. Blank and odd.
He wants to give her some smelling salts, like they are players on the ice not getting enough oxygen. Her back would arch, she’d be enervated, awake again. Or maybe she just needs a shake to get her out of the funk like she is a teammate turned around by a bombarding offensive.
She glances up at him, at his towering nearness, and her eyes cloud over in uncertainty, unrecognition. Fear.
He staggers back.
Dad says, “Shane,” in a wet, aching voice that cements it all.
Shane flees, brushes past Dad and locks himself in their small, cloistered bathroom. Shane’s eyes are burning and the apartment that he carefully selected for them to live in is too small and too cramped and too miserably pathetically sad. His parents filled it with all the same things their old house to have but it looks wrong, cramped together. The effort of trying to make a bad thing work.
“Shane?” Ilya’s voice is a whisper against the door.
Shane breathes in and out hard, leg thudding against the floor. He squeezes his eyes trying to keep the feelings in.
“Can you open the door?”
Shane thinks about it for a second before he unlocks the latch. Ilya presses his bulk inside, shutting and locking the door behind him.
“Hey, hey, what happened? What did she say?”
“Onii-san,” Shane parrots.
“What is that?”
“Brother. It’s what she called her brother.” Shane’s hands drop from his face to his side. “She doesn’t recognize me. She doesn’t remember me.”
He fees so angry, so hurt. Forgetting his careerhe understands because he was her hockey playing son for so many years, an identity built like alongside the relationship between them. But to forget Shane all together? To forget him, her son? Hasn’t he been the most important thing in her life for years? Or at least, hadn’t she made him feel that way? Obsessing over his career and his life and smothering him with her forceful, controlling love.
And now, after decades of unrelenting pressure, she doesn’t even remember him?
“Shhh, hey, come on.” Ilya rubs his back, holding Shane’s face up with his other hand. The pinky ring rubs his jaw. “It’s just a bad day. She will remember another day.”
Shane’s voice feels high, untethered. “How long will that last though? Will she even remember our wedding? Will she even know who I am?”
Why he matters to her? Who and what she sacrificed so much of her life for?
Shane fights and fights his tears, looking hard at the ceiling even as he feels the pads of Ilya’s thumbs hovering by his waterline. Ready to catch each drop, maybe.
Ilya says, “I can tell your dad we need to leave. He will understand.”
Shane sucks a deep breath in, swallows the burning guilt, and nods. He can’t do it, he just can’t. They shouldn’t have come today.
Ilya stands and leaves the bathroom. Shane knows he’s going to have to apologize to his dad on the phone. He already feels like shit for leaving so abruptly, but it’s just too much. He’s teetering on the edge of a total reactor meltdown.
Breaking here will only make it worse, more confusing for his mother.
He breathes through the ache of wanting her comfort, and knowing she’s incapable to provide it in one long inhale and pained exhale.
Ilya taps the door and Shane stands, opens it and darts out into the hallway. Shane tries to keep his head down, but he glances up and sees Anya sitting on his mom’s lap. She’s grinning at the dog, lavishing the dog with pets on her belly and grinning head.
She looks up at Shane recognition—
“Look, onii-san. Isn’t she cute?”
“Yeah,” Shane says, voice quiet and tight.
“Yuna,” Shane’s dad says, but he’s as choked up as Shane is. Can’t imagine there would ever be a day she can’t recognize her son in front of her. They thought they were lucky with her slow degeneration and the nametags, but it seems they’re beginning to tip over the edge into oblivion. It’s an ugly glimpse, and part of Shane feels like she may never come back after this. They’ve lost her completely today, an unassuming Saturday.
Ilya calls for Anya, saying something in Russian. Probably to get into her crate, but Anya ignores her papa in favor of getting more scratches from Shane’s mom. Shane can’t blame Anya— his mom is a professional at making people feel better. Her touch has always made Shane feel so much—
He turns away, his eyes are burning.
“I’m glad you came to see me, onii-chan.” His mom says. “You took forever to come!”
His mother’s brother died when she was twenty-seven. Motor accident on the freeway, hit and run. His grandfather said it was on purpose, that he was hit intentionally, in his general way that he distrusted people to take care of their family because of ingrained biases, but nothing was ever proved and the driver remained unidentified. Shane never talked to his mom about it, but he has hazy memories of the funeral, of how sad Mom was for a long time. Does Shane as an adult really look so much like him?
She never mentioned it before.
“They won’t let me go home right now, but I’ll be back soon,” she reassures him, a faint accusatory look at Shane’s dad. “David’s being a bit of a freak about this, but when I’m out, I’ll be back.”
Dad’s lip works, but he keeps it together remarkably well, opening Anya’s crate door wider to at least get Shane out of here, even as he traps himself alone with her.
Mom continues, “I wish Shane was here for you to see. He’s doing well,” she says. “Top of the draft—he’s going to be picked first for sure.”
“I’m right here,” Shane can’t help but say. Knows it’s useless.
His mom tilts her head. “I know. Thank you for coming by Onii-san. I know the drive is long back to Ottawa— it’s just too bad you missed Shane. He’s on the ice now. Practice, you know. He’s doing so well. Beating the pants off everyone. My little Shane. Best hockey player in the world.”
Anya licks at her face and Mom laughs, innocent and happy.
Shane is speechless at her joy. Expected anything from a bad day, including tears, but not this happiness. Why does it hurt more, almost?
“Say goodbye for now, Anya.” Ilya gives up his patience. He approaches the chair and carefully pulls Anya from Shane’s mom’s lap. Mom frowns but Ilya loads Anya into the crate and does the latch.
“We have to leave,” Ilya announces, and it makes the two Hollander men move again. Shane stumbles after Ilya towards the door, his dad following after.
“Don’t tell her she forgot me,” Shane says in the hallway.
“Shane.” His dad swallows hard, chin shaking. “She’s going to figure it out eventually.”
“I won’t be the one to tell her.”
 
Shane and Ilya stand outside the Alzheimer’s house in Hawkesbury. There is an open grassy area by the water, and they release Anya to run her energy out and pee before the car ride back. The weather is temperate considering the cold and yet Shane can’t really feel it.
He’s losing his mom, he realizes. He’s really losing her.
He understood it conceptually. Hated that she couldn’t keep track of her life anymore. But losing track of his, of him…
“I never thought she’d forget about me,” he admits. Sounds stupid, aloud. His mom will eventually forget about nearly everything. Of course he is part of that, not excluded.
“She didn’t,” Ilya corrects quietly. “She could not recognize you. But she did not forget. How good and talented her son is.”
“That doesn’t help,” Shane says. “What’s the point of making commissioner if she doesn’t see it?” Doesn’t see me?
Ilya’s jaw works but he stays quiet.
“What?”
“Nothing. Is good I go to therapy tomorrow, maybe. Brings some things up.”
Shane looks down at the iced-over grass. So bright and so far away it felt like. Ilya’s words only make him feel worse.
“I’m sorry I can’t help you with this. I wish I could.” Shane wishes he could support Ilya through all the feelings this brings up with his dad, but the thought is crushing. Like twisting an irritated wound.
“Sweetheart, that’s my line,” Ilya says. “I wish I could save you all of this. Is not fair.”
Anya comes running back, glossy fur bright against the drab frost scarred landscape. She launches herself at Shane’s clean black pants and for the first time he doesn’t chastise her. Instead he drops down to her level.
Shane pets Anya hard, puts his face in her dirty, damp hair. The places where his mother touched and loved, uncaring of her muddy paws.
His mom held her so close, touched her with so much love. Smiled.
His mom was still happy, right?
She smiled—
Shane’s heart hurts. He’s so glad Anya is his dog. That he and Ilya have her. To share this small thing with his mom when nothing else Shane has done means anything, at least he can bring some measure of joy to her shrinking world.
Ilya drops down carefully on his wincing knee, hand wrapping around Shane and holding him there around a wriggling, panting Anya.
 
 
The next day, Shane’s dad video calls them and Shane’s mom blinks at him, smiles.
“Who are you playing tonight, sweetie?” she asks.
Shane doesn’t correct her on anything. “San Jose Seals,” he lies, just to listen to her voice as she tells him to watch his playing because they are rough boys, to angle his stick and mind his edges, to work the corner.
He used to say I know, Mom. I’ve been watching the tapes, I know.
Now, he says, “Yeah, you’re so right. Thank you, Mom. I’ll be sure to do that.”
“Of course, honey. I love you.”
“I love you too.”
 
Shane goes for a run that afternoon. Ilya asks if he should come with, voice low and concerned, but Shane shakes his head. He just needs space.
He doesn’t usually run in Montreal— even years later, Shane is too known, too iconic. Phones come out, people stop him, pens are put in his hand. He has peloton he makes a lot of use of, but today he needs the bracing chill. He wears a thin runners toque for some anonymity and then heads out into the cold. His high traction shoes eat the snow and ice and the work of his lungs is good. A welcome, clear burn.
Shane knows his time with his mother is limited. He’s read the literature. A 5.8-year life expectancy, depending on the severity. It’s been two years since onset, far as Shane can tell. 3.8 left, if they are lucky
Maybe Shane has been drawing away a little because of that, trying to adjust mentally to a world without his mother, without her humor, her warmth, her commanding spirit. Her overmuchness that Shane never really appreciated until he noticed it slipping away like thread from a ragged sweater. Is it odd to miss being smothered?
Shane loves his dad, is as much a product of careful, pedantic David Hollander. Even so, Shane and his mom… they were meant to know each other, is how it felt.
Mom pushed him when the hockey and the rest of the world would hardly have cared to see him succeed. She knew he could handle anything. Her faith meant everything to Shane who only ever wanted an expectation to meet, to surpass.
So close, she used to say, even as a baby with blocks that went in slots. So close, Shane! You can do it, try again.
Mom poured so much time and energy and her life into Shane who worked endlessly hard to give it back, to make it mean something.
Now, Shane is the only one who can appreciate what they’ve done together. His fingertips brushing the edge of the commissionership, he is a player for a generation of hockey, being that icon she wanted for kids who look like him.
Shane has tried to remind her. He gave his parents his four Stanley Championship ring. They sit in a case by his mother’s bedside so every day she could wake up and know she raised a winner, but that only makes him feel bitter when all she asks is about his games, who he is playing, if he is still winning. Every question just picks at that old would that not enough feeling.
Would five rings have made a difference? Six? Should Shane tried harder to win game six in his tenth playoffs?
He knows it’s just her asking more of him, the way he loves her for doing— but he wants to be enough at some point. Had thought the MLH commissionership might have been that enough thing.
Now, with her memory slipping in chunks, he isn’t sure anything ever will.
Hell, she looked happier petting Anya than she has discussing his life— which isn’t fair to say. But every time he sees her it just feels worse, which is what the disease does.
Shane feels a tightening ache in his side and slows his pace. His breathing has gotten all kinds of fucked up.
He slows down on the pavement, facing the wall of a brick building to hide his face from the shoppers and passersby as he breathes deep and hard.
He’s in an older part of Montreal, he realizes. Running for longer than he realized. Ilya will worry, in that quiet, wordless way of his. Not unlike Anya, in some senses, who paces and sniffles when she’s stressed. Ilya’s anxiety swells quietly, so different than Shane’s which pours from him in fits and starts, coalesces in tears and overthinking and overspeaking.
The overmuchness from his mother, maybe.
You are so easy for me Ilya had said. Only Ilya could mean that, really.
Shane thinks about trying to find the Semenov’s bodega. Maybe he can surprise Ilya with some black bread, thank him for the support…
Shane realizes that Okashi no Hamada isn’t far away either.
Shane hesitates, then turns his feet down a few streets. He smiles at a few people who wave to him, holds a hand up in acknowledgement when he gets shouted down.
People know he has family in Montreal, it’s not bad to be seen here, he reminds himself. SWNSYG…
When he’s out, he will never have to worry about whether it makes sense to be seen anywhere.
Shane reaches the front door of the sweet’s shop, a sudden rush of nostalgia sweeping as he reaches for the tall, wooden doorhandle that stretches from the top to bottom. He remembers when he could only reach the lowest part, scrapping against the heavy door, light up sneakers scrabbling to open it for his mother who laughed at him, her easy hand reaching above and wedging the gap wide for both of them to enter.
Now he opens the door easily. A greeting rings from the front of the shop, in Japanese and Quebecois.
On the small side, Okashi no Hamada doubles as a cramped store of Japanese goods and a countertop with wagashi sweets arranged in neat, beautiful squares behind glass.
He came here almost a year ago, searching for something appropriate to bring to Ilya’s house beside wine to meet his son. Flowers were his go to— but while he thought Ilya would love them, he wasn’t sure what Niko would say, (was it too gay to bring flowers?). In his desperation, Shane somehow ended up outside Okashi no Hamada.
He used to buy wagashi with his mother when they visited his grandparents. An appropriate, proper sweet to share, and a gift to soften Shane’s issues with eating so many foods his grandparents tried to provide for him. His mother always kept ginger ale on hand to help with the nausea when Shane ate too much of the wrong thing, her anxious eyes flicking between her one and only difficult son and her plainly perplexed parents.
Wagashi were the elegant, understated gift he associated with family, so he instinctually found himself buying them to meet Niko. A silly, whimsical thought. Maybe manifesting a quiet unspoken wish.
He can still feel Ilya’s thumb on his lip, touching that sweet taste.
A young woman comes around from the back. She speaks in Quebecois.
Hello. Welcome to Hamada sweets— Oh, Shane Hollander!
Shane flushes. Yeah, I’m back.
Doremi Hamada was here last time. The lone teenage worker manning the shop on a rainy overcast day. Shane liked the privacy, but today seems not to offer him the same thing.
Wait here, Grandma will want to meet you. She got so mad at me last time for not grabbing her, but she was sleeping!
Oh, that’s— ‘You don’t have to do that,’ just doesn’t sound polite no matter how he tries to make the French work decorously for him.
Doremi skips to the back, returning with an older woman, bent and tiny but extremely fastidious in her apron. Mariko Hamada’s eyes light up when she sees him.
Mr. Hollander! Welcome, welcome. Doremi-chan, get us some tea. 
That’s okay, I’m just stopping by—
I insist.
Shane makes small talk about the weather until Doremi returns. He takes the tea onehanded, feeling awkward and bumbling compared to the elegant way Mrs. Hamada ferries hers with both hands.
I was just looking for a few wagashi to send my mother, Shane says, trying to get out of here as quick as possible.
Ah, Yuna! Is she well?
Shane opens his mouth, shuts it. She’s ill…
Ah. I’m sorry to hear that. Very difficult. Mrs. Hamada doesn’t say it in the wincing, sympathetic way of Shane’s coworkers, she says it simply, like a part of life.
You remember her?
Yes, yes, she used to come in all the time. Never stopped talking about her hockey son! Said he was going to be the top player. You were only eight. Mrs. Hamada grins. Well, she showed us, didn’t she? We all watched you go and go and go. She brought the jersey by after your first cup, we’re very grateful for it. Thank you ever so kindly.
Mrs. Hamada gestures to the wall and Shane blinks to see the back of a Hollander Metro jersey on the wall and the faded sharpie of his own signature. He’s stunned to find himself here, not remembering his mother mentioning it. One jersey among the many his mother put in front of him to sign, but this one hangs in the shop of his childhood in a place of pride.
You’re a hockey fan? He asks, because he can and will sign more of something.
Ah, no, not exactly. Which, Shane knows from his grandparents meant not at all. 
She smiles. But many people come in and they are happy to see it. Even now, when you don’t play.
Shane swallows. He didn’t realize he was carried here too… Shane curls his fingers around his cup, the waft of barley tea.
Mrs. Hamada sips her tea and smiles. Yuna must be very proud.
Yes, he admits. She is. 
Mrs. Hamada nods agreeably, of course, obvious, it implies. She helps Shane select four wagashi in the theme of the seasons to look forward to summer when we are in winter, she suggests. Mrs. Hamada boxes them neatly, paper folded tidily around in brisk gestures, shooing away Doremi when she tries to help.
Shane pays but doesn’t move from the counter. The lovely spread of sweets. He wanted to share it with Ilya, those months ago. Give him… something, he couldn’t quite explain with words. Ilya bit in, chewed, looked delighted with what Shane gave.
He really wishes weddings were different, because Shane thinks he would have liked wagashi.
 
 
Shane ends up buying a second four pack for him and Ilya to share.
Ilya almost visibly slackens in relief when Shane reenters their apartment, wagashi in hand. It’s Shane’s turn to cook, but Ilya shoos him off to shower. Ilya’s cooking has becoming familiar now, comforting in its simple satiety. Home cooking. Shane sits across from his fiancé and lets their sock-clad toes mingle, laughing when he finds a ticklish place on Ilya’s high arches.
After dinner they eat wagashi on the couch. Ilya likes the spring's white bean paste most, like Shane did as a child. Shane enjoys the richness of winter’s black sesame and autumn’s red bean the best.
Shane realizes that for all Ilya made space for Shane to bring something of his family history to the wedding (aka, nagged at Shane for pretending to like cake), Shane has hardly done the same. Only, he doesn’t even know what Russian weddings are like.
Ilya looks chagrinned when he asks.
“I did not have Russian wedding. I was married by Marilyn Monroe and Elvis. Very American.”
Shane, despite not liking to hear anything about that production, cannot help but snort. He holds a hand to his face to try and compose himself from the idea of Ilya Rozanov at the aisle with these pop icons.
Ilya grins. “I know what you think— is a bisexual’s fantasy.”
“I was not thinking that,” Shane protests. But needs to know to picture it fully, “70s Elvis or greaser Elvis?”
Ilya laughs hard. “Was Elvis a crush?”
“No, but there’s a difference, you know.”
“Hm, I am sure you crushed on all your captains first, not movie stars, not singers,” Ilya says. And how does he know that? Shane can’t even feign annoyance, he’s struck again by how transparent Ilya makes him feel. “Oh yes, I can imagine you. Very sweet, very adorable young player looking up to your captain, maybe glancing in the shower.”
“I never glanced in the shower,” Shane protests. His eyes might have wandered time to time, but he couldn’t stare at the tile forever. Ilya’s lips curl, the definition of delight. Remembering, maybe, Shane glancing at him…
Shane isn’t sure he lusted after his captains—didn’t have the self-awareness to let it be lust, but he definitely noticed them, wanted them to notice him. Wanted to do right by them… He got hard sometimes but all men got hard, especially at that age. Back then, it felt like pretty much anything made him hard (except, of course, his girlfriends, so who was he kidding?)
“Must have been difficult when you became captain, no one to lust after until me,” Ilya bemoans.
Shane has a fleeting fantastical thought about Ilya as his captain. God. Shane would have hated being an A or just another player, would have chafed so much at not having the control over the game, but the idea of being on the same team, using his considerable skills to earn Ilya’s delight and smacking kiss as each goal scored was for him, for the team, for all of them… All Stars was never taste enough to what they might have been. He can’t help but think Ilya would have been a good captain.
“You still didn’t answer my question about Russian weddings,” Shane says, mostly to change the subject, because he dreads Ilya prying deeper into Shane’s former captains. If he asks for names and stats, Shane might vanish from embarrassment.
Ilya lights up and goes to the storage closet where Shane keeps extraneous files and various whiteboards when he needs a visual aid. Ilya has moved a few things of his own in, it seems, and he pulls out a dusty, faded yellow box.
He doesn’t open the lid immediately. Instead, because he is Ilya, the first thing he explains about Russian weddings is the ransom. Paying the bride’s family ransom. Because she’s captive? And then there is a fake bride so he has to pay a second ransom, apparently.
Shane doesn’t totally follow, but he does love the grin that cracks over Ilya’s face as he explains the ploy, the puckish games of switching the bride around. Ilya loves a prank, the simple humor of messing with people so of course this ceremony is right up his alley.
“A man has to prove he really loves her, you know. It’s not about buying her,” Ilya reassures. “Or at least, not anymore.”
“Sure,” Shane says, a little dubiously.
“If I paid to your parents, it would be very high ransom,” Ilya says. “And when they ask for a second ransom, it would bankrupt me,” he says, delighted. Reading Shane’s flat expression at his fantasized poverty, Ilya grins. “Or maybe you could pay ransom for me, since you are Mr. Money. Offer a very nice apartment building to rescue me.”
“Didn’t I already do that?” Shane asks, perhaps a little too literally, but Ilya’s expression glows. Well, Shane didn’t give it to Ilya’s parents, but then he wouldn’t.
“I want to show you picture of my mother’s wedding dress. Very pretty. Almost as pretty as you.”
Oh. That’s what the box is. Photos. Shane’s hands feel restless with the desire to turn the box over, spill Ilya’s life in Russia out on the coffee table of Shane’s Montreal apartment. Every secret edge and corner known by him. But Shane will be patient, temperate, will take what Ilya shares—
“Take this stack, help me look.”
Or not.
Shane takes a pile of pictures greedily and starts in. It’s not that sharing is easy for Ilya, and Shane suspects maybe casual disregard is his way around that difficulty. He takes sorting the images perfectly seriously.
Unfortunately, there are a lot of pictures of random family members that Ilya snorts through, and Shane doesn’t know if Ilya realizes how Slavic he gets when he complains about them.
Shane pauses on a picture of younger Ilya. He’s in some sort of uniform jacket, and Shane wonders if it’s the same sort of coming-of-age ceremony that happens in Japan. He flips it over to Ilya and asks when this was taken of him.
Ilya looks at the picture and then at Shane, lips twisting a little. “Is not me, is my father.”
Fucking hell.
Shane looks down at the picture, and now he notices the signs of yellowing on the paper. But the figure is almost a spitting image of Ilya in his twenties. Maybe leaner, the blue of his eyes is off, the eyebrows a different shape. Grigory's curls are tighter, less relaxed and flowing as Ilya’s but the shape is so similar it hurts.
“Sorry,” Shane stammers.
“You must be close to the wedding pictures,” Ilya says, ignoring it coolly. “This is glamour shot for the wedding in his police uniform.”
Sure enough, Shane cycles through a few pictures and finds a similar glamour shot of Irina Rozanov. His first reaction is shock because she is not especially pretty. Ilya swore to Shane that she was beautiful, and some part of him thought he’d find the same gorgeous charisma of her son here. Instead, her face is scrunched, mouselike. Her hair is straight and darker than her husband, her blue eyes clear, and in general there is a smallness to her, a thinness to her hands and shoulders that the white puff of dress and silver gauzy lace cannot hide.
"Isn't she beautiful," Ilya murmurs, blue eyes quietly longing. 
“How old is she here?”
“Eighteen. You cannot really tell but she is pregnant with my brother, Alexei. My father is twenty-eight,” Ilya says, easily. He brushes over the minor tragedy like it’s a fact of life. It is, of his life, and helps Shane’s numb fingers turn the next few photos to find one of them at the altar. Grigory and Irina walking hand in hand around the altar in gold crowns.
“Crown. Uh, religious thing. I don’t know the English for the ceremony. My mother loved this part of weddings most. She said the brides always looked royal. Like princesses.”
Shane is still caught in the gears of Ilya’s paternal resemblance. He doesn’t know why he expected Ilya to look like his loving mother, but he really did. They share very little in common aside from the eyes and a certain clearness of expression that Grigory lacks. Irina has glimmers of vivacity peeking between her pictures, caught only in corners, as if fretful of being captured head on from the camera.
For Ilya to look so much like his dad is...
Shane must be spending too long staring down at Grigory because Ilya sighs, shrugs a little.
“I mention I am glad that Nikolaj looks more like Svetlana, and is because I loved her yes, love dark features. But I think also part of me is glad that I do not pass down my father’s genes as much, maybe. My therapist says this is like my way of killing him, psychologically. I think she is dramatic a little.”
In each quiet, half-joking word, Shane hears Ilya’s fear and paranoia of being like his father. Raging and hurting and trapping those around him. The way this entangles with his subtly alluded suicidality.
Shane doesn’t know what to say—but he relates in a sense. Shane has always been seen as his mother’s son and hardly his dad’s. He takes after her so much that it frightens him sometimes, because he has all her will but none of her grace of spirit, none of her serenity, and he has worried that he will destroy himself sometimes.
Shane doesn’t know how to say that even if Ilya inherited some looks from his father, that they are transformed by his ownership. Made wonderfully Ilya by his possession of them. How he moves his face and his kindness. His aching compassion and playfulness.
How none of what he ever accomplished has ever been as an extension of Grigory Rozanov, but pure Ilyaness despite. Shane thinks about saying this to Ilya, but he is worried Ilya might say, in that incisive way, and you are not only for Yuna Hollander. And Shane thinks that would be too hard to hear, because he has never known how to be anything else.
He says, instead,
“I noticed that Niko’s nose looks so much more like yours, you know. Since he started playing and it’s been broken a few more times.”
Ilya’s grin splits his face. “It is a good nose. Handles punching like champ.”
Shane laughs. Ilya gestures to his own crooked nose, tiger’s eye ring flashing.
“I am lucky to have you to help with my Nika.”
“Ilya, you have already thanked me a hundred times for the car thing.”
“No, I mean. You know, as parent.”
Shane’s mouth goes dry. He doesn’t know what to say. “I’m not a parent, he’s an adult.”
“As support in his life,” Ilya reframes it fecklessly, uncaring of Shane’s very valid quibble. “I did not think of this when we start dating. No, I am selfish. Am just thinking to get you into my life and hopefully Nikolaj will accept this relationship. I aim too small. First time for me, I think. Because instead, he loves his bisexual papa, and now he has you too—”
“Ilya, I’m not—"
“Parent. Okay. Whatever. Point is, you are teaching him. You are helping him feel better. Understand topics I cannot help with as a white man. Our Nika is so lucky to have you in his life.”
Jesus fucking Christ.
“You cannot call him my Nika, or our Nika,” Shane says, immediately spiraling, because if Niko hears… Shane doesn’t know but he is certain it ends with Niko scoffing and Shane imploding.
Ilya is steady, with that same look on his face, Slavic and dismissive, whatever. Semantics.
“But the rest is okay, yes?”
What can Shane say? He feels overwhelmed, he never planned on having a kid. Does not have a kid. But he does have Niko in a sense. And Ilya. Anya. A family of sorts. He never really thought he’d ever have any more of that than he already had. Shane, Yuna, David, the three Hollanders. All of it was supposed to end with him, but…
“Yeah.” His voice feels hoarse. “The rest is fine.”
 
 
 
The next day Shane’s dad sends him a picture of his mother with the delivered wagashi. She wears a blue Montreal Hollander jersey. Grinning in that toothy way Shane sees in old pictures of the two of them on the ice when he was young.
Ilya has to hold Shane for a long, long time as he tries desperately to stop the tears from slipping down his face, because who can cry with their mother smiling like that?
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  Telling Cliff Marleau is an odd experience. Firstly, because Shane really never got to know Marleau. They were both French-speaking Canadians, but Marelau was always gruff, outgoing, loud, a club crawler. All tacky things Shane privately disliked. They never played on the same team, not even for All-Stars, which is something of a marvel for their lengthy careers.
Sure, one time Marleau cross checked him so hard that Shane was out for the rest of the season, but aside from a hey this is marleau, my bad for real dude text, they had never exchanged personal words.
He follows Marleau as a coach and has respected the way he got results from the Metros, but even then, he doesn’t know anything specific about how the coach really is as a person. Just words from Niko about the locker room, about the ghost of the toxic hockey culture Shane remembers too well still echoing up the MLH work ladder. The amount of complaints in the Metro’s stall is honestly disquieting, but they are an original franchise. Shane isn’t so naïve to lay all the blame at Marleau’s feet— though he is certainly partially culpable.
The second reason this meeting is odd is because unlike telling Niko, Ilya asks Shane to come with him when he tells Marleau.
“He already knows I am bisexual man and seeing someone. Is better if you can explain what we want, I think. In terms of support.”
Ilya is right, Shane has a very specific vision with very specific wording. Still…
That also means showing the man Ilya is bisexual with is him. 
Shane feels his posture tightening, all of the everything he doesn’t know swirling anxiously in his chest. This will be the first person he’s told he’s gay. Everyone else he’s spoken with has already known he was gay, just didn’t know it was gay for Ilya. But Marleau… Marleau will be a good litmus test for how the wider, straighter hockey world might react.
 
When Shane and Ilya tell Marleau in the living room of his house, the current coach of the Montreal Metros opens his mouth, shuts it, points at Shane like he's seeing double.
Shane braces himself for the same questions him? Really? Your enemy? When, how, why did this start? You were hockey players, did you give away our fucking secrets man??? etc.
Marleau says, “Did you fucking tell him about me fucking my teammate’s brother?”
Shane goggles. Holy shit. What is he saying? What is he talking about??
Then a passing memory hits Shane like a coke can thrown off the freeway. This is who Ilya was talking about that time in bed??? If someone told you that they fucked their teammate’s brother, is that something I follow up on? Ilya asked. Shane thought it was just a shitty roundabout way to introduce some roleplaying. Ilya was literal?
Ilya rubs his face. “No.”
Shane stammers. “I— he mentioned a story— but never said who.”
“Oh.” Marleau goes quiet.
“That was you?”
Shane tries to process this curveball, looks at Ilya. Is he trying to come out too?
Ilya makes a scything gesture across his neck and Shane clamps his mouth shut.
“You support us when time comes,” Ilya says, mercifully moving the conversation on. More of a statement than a request.
“Support how?” Marleau asks, and if he gets tired of working with the Metros, Shane can suggest a career in hockey politics because that is a noncommittal line worthy of some of Shane’s office colleagues.
“Support in saying you support me and Shane,” Ilya says simply. Ilya looks to Shane who nods, massages the point.
“You say that you’re proud of us speaking out,” a very key angle considering how many fans may come out of the creases asking why do we need gay news in our sports, regardless of whether Ilya and Shane are long retired. “That you think this will benefit hockey in the long run. Also that you wish us well.” That last part is just nice.
“So, I support the gay stuff.”
“Yes.”
“Is problem?” Ilya asks, menacing like a rough rookie all over again.
Marleau rolls his head. Not a yes. Certainly not a no either.
“I don’t know,” he muses. “Could be. Politics and sports, you know.”
Ilya takes a short, choppy breath. Shane can feel his anger radiating.
Shane smothers his own spike of irritation. The casual above it all way Marleau considers the issue. As if this is something that has nothing to do with him (fucking his friend’s brother aside). Shane will have to show that this is not the case.
Shane puts a hand on Ilya’s wrist, looks forward at Marleau.
“Did you like Theriault?” Shane asks.
Marleau blinks. “Him? Well, yes. I mean, he was a legendary coach—”
“No, I mean did you like him?”
“Hockey isn’t about like. We can’t all be Hayden Pike. Some of us have to win.”
“You are not going to win if you cannot keep players in your pen. Players who would otherwise stay leave because of the shitty conditions,” Shane points out. Ilya twitches next to him at this oblique mention of Niko but stays still. Trusts Shane.
“Hockey cannot stay the same forever,” Shane says. Marleau’s eyes dart to Shane, knowing his positioning in the head office. Yes, in the run for Commissioner. Probably the number one seed. Being gay will make the game much harder, but he’s still up there. Is still a possibility.
And maybe Marleau has played against Shane enough to know not to count him out of a race too quickly.
He was a bit of a cunt, Theriault, no? Marleau says in Quebecois, conceding and conspiratorial. Shane huffs.
Understatement.
I know word! Ilya crows. Cunt, he says proudly.
When the hell did you start learning French? Marleau demands, laughing.
Hot man. I learn anything.
Marleau has a good time chirping Ilya for the French, asks about Niko and the carjacking. They wrap up their coffee meeting and Marleau makes it explicit.
“Would be a little hypocritical of me not to help, no?” Marleau says, self-deprecating and plainly unbothered, only teasing about his one-time man-fucking behaviour. “Crazy about you being gay but it does explain some shit, eh?”
Shane tenses. Crazy, huh. He’ll take the win if he can. Let Marleau align his values with Shane’s even if it is only on the off-chance of Shane becoming commissioner and remembering Marleau very favourably during his long and prosperous reign.
“You’re going to have an uphill battle though, with Troy Barrett being the last one to come out in retirement, you know.”
“Marly, you are so fucking stupid. Why would you even mention that?” Ilya groans. Marleau shrugs his shoulders.
“Just want you to watch out for yourself, man.”
The worst part is Shane suspects it is true. It doesn’t make the reminder of Troy Barrett, the once star forward of Toronto and former detainee of Ottawa-Carleton detention center any easier to stomach.
In the car, Ilya has a death grip on the wheel.
“You okay?”
“He compares us to Troy Barrett. What the fuck. We are not drinking alcoholic players who beat that rapist Dallas Kent so hard he is almost dead. That is fucked.”
Shane remembers the events during his 2025 season, the shock at the spiral, and then the gut clenching anxiety several years later when Troy was released from jail and part of his public statement included the words I’m gay. 
Shane thought, as he often thought at the time, I can never come out because of this. 
“We’re not like him. People won’t make those comparisons.” Shane has made a study of his statement and is avoiding any incidental comparisons. Truthfully, comparisons were already made on social media when Ilya came out, but mostly it was observations of there being a lot of "gay" hockey players. Someone tagged Ilya asking if he thought Troy's repression and lack of support system was to blame, but Shane knew the whole situation was just a tragedy wrapped in another tragedy.
“Marly knows me well and he did.” Ilya scoffs. “And he did not… He did not say yes for right reasons.”
Shane rubs Ilya’s right arm as it strangles the gear shift.
“He is my friend,” Ilya says eventually. “Does not give a shit. Just career. But it’s my life. Our life. He…” Ilya shakes his head. “I thought he was a better man.”
Shane understands the disappointment… but also understands Marleau, oddly. Not everyone has the luxury of working for an academic institution with manifold protections. Marleau has to balance his answers to the GM and even to Langstrom. His livelihood is on the line. And he reacted just as Shane hoped he would— with fear and respect for what Shane could do to him.
Ilya is rattled by this revelation of character but Shane? Shane is almost relieved, as terrible as it is to think. Relieved that he was right about his doubts and right about how to handle it. That meeting was a success… just not emotionally.
Though, it was also surprising.
“Do you think he is gay? Or bi?”
A laugh cracks Ilya’s face and he grips Shane’s hand, squeezes it. His eyes shine as he glances over at him.
“Sweetheart, I love you. You work on building gaydar, no? But is a bit of a gimme when man says he fucked another guy.”
Shane humphs. “Do you?”
Ilya shrugs. “He is nothing until he decides he is. A little like you. We fucked long time before you thought maybe you are a little baby bit gay.”
“Fuck off,” Shane says, flushing. Even if it is true. He remembers the feeling so well. Of being sure he wasn’t gay, just doing things that felt good. It was a safe cocoon of ignorance. A little shocking to think back on though. The false surety next to the real certainty he felt after his conversation with Rose. Stark and clear, painful but cleansing. Like standing in the sun after a long cloudy winter.
“We really let people in that much denial into… into huge positions of power,” Shane murmurs. Ilya looks at him, amused. “Thank God I was never in that much denial.”
Ilya hums. “Yes, you are very brave man.”
“Rose is a brave woman,” Shane corrects. “I wouldn’t have known without her pushing me.” Ilya goes a little still.
“You talk to her soon,” he says.
“Yeah. I’m gonna drop by her production house. She’s finally back from filming in Malta. Give out the first invitation card.”
Ilya nods, as if unbothered. But when they get home, Ilya digs through Shane’s toy drawer, glancing through each one until he selects the anal beads. He feeds them into Shane, pulling them out in long, slow pulls, a popping that sends shivers down Shane’s spine.
“Did she ever do this for you?” Ilya asks.
“What?” Ilya is lucky that Shane is even capable of language after being edged.
“Did Rose Landry ever fuck you like this?”
Shane wants to laugh and cry. Ilya cannot be jealous of Rose this many years later. “Let the tuna melt go!”
Ilya pokes another bead inside in such a way that scrapes long and hard against Shane’s prostate and he moans.
“Did she look good with a strap-on?”
“I will kill you, Ilya.”
“Maybe I wear one, fuck you twice.”
Shane groans at the idea. Jesus fuck, he’d be so spread, so fucking gaping after that. Sore like the best workout. Ilya’s ears perk up like a dog.
Ilya picks his purple dildo of course he does, and after a lot of stretching, pokes both heads in.
Shane has surpassed fulness into an area of so much muchness that he thinks he might explode from all that Ilya gives.
 
 
 
Shane drops by In Distress production studios. Rose, of all Shane’s friends, is one of the few people he has been able to keep up with because of her New York office. He’s a familiar face around, gets waved in by the receptionist without even having to say his name.
Rose expanded to producing first before branching into directing with the force of a fully operating development house with an Oscar nomination under its belt. Apparently, men in Hollywood far prefer Rose as a damsel over being a director, but that has only made her grin brighten, sharpen a bit. If they’re feeling shitty, then I’m where I should be, right?
Shane saw her last piece, an indie film with a lot of ocean shots and voice over. He’s not sure he could say very much about it, other than that he liked it and felt sad without really being able to vocalize why.
Rose graduated from cute to cool with age, a transition so smooth Shane is honestly jealous of it. He thinks he’s only gotten stiffer in some ways. Rose just wears black these days, but her makeup is eyepoppingly pink and her hair looks fiery and strong in contrast. She flings her arms wide when she sees him.
“Shane!”
He hugs her tight, yelps when he feels her hand pinch his thigh.
“Geez, are you bulking or what?”
Shane shrugs, smiles. He’s had to size up his wardrobe. Too tight in his thighs and shoulders. It was a happy moment, only doubled when Ilya bragged about dropping another kilo.
“Something like that. How was Malta?”
“I almost had a mutiny from my 1AD.” Rose laughs, explains about how the 1AD was in dialogue with the distribution company and was genuinely trying to oust Rose as the director until she showed the dailies to the company head and shut everyone up. Shane, in his own corporate hell, can only respect the game. He tells her so and she laughs.
“It’s because the film’s based on this stupid popular book. Too much money involved. I’m never adapting anything again, too much pressure.”
“You like pressure.”
“Of course. But I hate having to fire people for trying to oust me, y’know?”
Shane laughs. Rose’s eyes sparkle when she grins and she asks him what’s new with him.
Shane looks down. What isn’t new with him? A new engagement. New neighbours. New Nika. New, new, new. Ilya is like that, a green thriving thing in his life, sprawling and spreading vines everywhere without care. Once caught and frozen in winter, now Shane wants only to pour more water, to let Ilya drive his roots deep into Shane and never let go.
“Everything,” he says eventually. “I’m getting married.”
“Oh my God, Shane! Who’s the lucky guy.”
“Ilya Rozanov.”
Rose’s mouth opens, her mind searching. “Isn’t that the guy… your hockey rival?”
Shane looks down at the table. “It was always Ilya. That guy, the one I told you about back then. It was him.”
Rose listens to the whole story, hands folded under her chin, like she’s seeing the movie of them in her mind until he stalls in 2017. “So, I was your rebound, good to know.”
“Not a rebound,” Shane stammers.
“A port of denial?” she suggests, and he has to pick between laughing and scowling and somehow does both.
“We ended up reconnecting after you and I… But yeah. It didn’t last back then.”
“What happened? Why did you split up?”
Shane bites his cheek. “We were both too afraid, I think. And he…” Shane wrestles with his desire for fairness, but he trusts Rose more than anyone else with his feelings. She has proven time and time again that she is safe and a hell of a lot wiser than him.
“The president made that shitty call out about deporting him,” Shane says.
“Oh, I remember that,” Rose says. “That guy was the fucking worst.”
“Ilya was really scared—he, uh, married his childhood friend for a green card.”
“Oh,” Rose says. Shane can see her trying to make it make sense of how she feels. Understanding battling with but he should have married you, right?
“Without telling me,” Shane finally finishes.
“Oh shit. Shane. That’s so fucked up.”
“He said it was just for the green card, that he still wanted to be with me.”
“But you didn’t want to be with him anymore? I mean, I get it.”
Shane grapples. It’s not that he didn’t want to be with Ilya anymore, it was never that. It was like, he couldn’t afford to be. Couldn’t handle the risk of being hurt in a way he couldn’t recover from.
That Shane’s pride could not survive being second in Ilya’s life. Which is funny, because Shane is now second in Ilya’s life, and he feels completely different about it now. Niko is worth coming in second for. Shane understands it in the way he was first in his mom’s life over his dad. To see Ilya do the same is almost comforting and familiar. A credit to his character.
But being second to Svetlana…
“He ended up having a kid with her, their marriage became real.”
Rose frowns. “What the hell? Was he lying then?” Her face betrays her concern. Is this good that you’re back together?? it asks.
“Oh, no,” Shane clarifies, “This was like three years later. During that time he was trying to talk to me at games, hook up, calling me drunk nonstop. It was a whole thing.”
Rose stops there. Her brow furrows. “Wow. That’s… a long time to be hung up on an ex.”
“We never dated,” Shane clarifies. “We weren’t like ex’s. We weren’t anything, really.” And she just looks even sadder for both of them.
“He must have really loved you.”
“Yeah.” What else could Shane say? That he now wonders what would have happened if he did respond to any of those calls, but pride and hurt wouldn’t let him? It’s too late, all of it is too late.
Shane swallows over the emotion in his throat. It’s always so hard to get this deep in his feelings. Doesn’t think he could do it with anyone else but someone he’s close to. It’s just so flaying, makes his eyes feel so wet.
A pink painted hand reaches for his and squeezes. She’s been married twice already, once in Italy and once in Jamaica. Both ceremonies were beautiful and both divorces were messy, and last time they met, before Malta, she told him she wanted to try marrying herself and her work. He laughed at her, said she was pulling a him. She laughed too, said she was about to be the Shane Hollander of the directing world. Now, here they are, and it’s like they have switched roles in the play. He thinks she makes an amazing career woman and he makes a clumsy romantic, but he wants to dedicate himself to the part, to learn his lines and hit each mark better than the last.
“Well, that’s why you’re together now, right? I can’t wait to meet Ilya. I love second chance loves.”
“You know he’s still jealous of you?” Shane says to lighten the mood.
Rose guffaws. “What? He knows you’re gay right.”
“Oh, he knows.”
Rose laughs, then gets a little quiet. “Are you… do you feel that way about his ex-wife?”
Oh. Oh. “She’s dead. That’s sort of why we’re…”
Rose opens and shuts her mouth. It’s fair. Shane doesn’t really know what to do about it either. Rose doesn’t ask again, seeming to think the jealousy topic closed, because Svetlana Rozanov is dead.
Shane can’t help but think, I am. Even now. More jealous than anyone. Of a dead woman. At first it was simple, because I was on the outside, trying to break in to be with him. I ached for him. But now that I’m going to marry him too, there is nothing else I can do but compare myself. It only gets harder, not easier, the deeper I get and the more I love Ilya Rozanov. 
He lets Rose compassionately change the topic, lead it to a wedding shower and a stag night and whether she can organize both between making her next film.
Shane laughs and hands her the first wedding invitation on embossed cardstock, asking her to save the date. It’s right to give her the first one, not just because of her hectic schedule, but because so much of this would not be possible without her kindness. So much of Shane would not be without her kindness.
Traveling home on the train, lights passing over his face, Shane thinks he might have been like Cliff Marleau, stuck repeating bad habits in hockey, lingering overlong on a memory of a single, long hot night in another man’s bed— if not for Rose Landry in his life.
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  “This is… nice,” Niko says from the backseat of the car. His bemused gaze suggest he feels anything but charmed. Shane squints out at the sleepy city of Hawkesbury, trying to see what an eighteen-year-old could really critique about it, but only comes to the conclusion that an eighteen-year-old could more or less critique anything.
“Nika, is not a party spot for punk teenagers. It’s a retirement place,” Ilya says.
“Hawkesbury has a balanced night life,” Shane argues, because he had read plenty about the area before suggesting it to his parents and there were several highlights—
Ilya blows a laugh from the side of his mouth, moves it into a cough by the time Shane glances flatly over.
Shane remembers when they broached meeting Shane’s parents with Niko. He's out for two weeks for a hairline fracture in his hand and trundled back home to moan to Ilya, determined to be taken care of as much as Ilya was determined to take care of him. They were both bafflingly loud and complainy about hating the whole thing, but they seemed to enjoy the whining as much as the time together.
Shane likes Niko for all they've been through together, but admittedly Niko's gotten a bit worse since his New York adventure. Apparently, chasing a carjacker and then being photographed with Shane Hollander in the club is the real rehab his image needed, because the rest of the hockey guys worship the ground he walks on. It’s made Niko a little more abrasive, a little louder, if Shane is honest.
Was Shane ever that arrogant? Surely no. He told Ilya so yesterday, and earned a laugh.
“Mr. ‘That’s-not-going-to-happen’ at World’s Juniors?”
“That wasn’t arrogance,” Shane defended. Was it? It wasn’t quite humble, he can admit now.
“No? So was it flirting?”
“Fucking absolutely not.”
“Hmmm, too bad. I thought it was hot.”
“You know what it was?” Shane said, ignoring Ilya’s provoking words and his hands on Shane’s hips. “It was you bringing out the worst in me.”
It sounded like an insult, and Shane frowned. Sometimes his words did that. Were so blunt they read differently than he meant them to. He can’t always correct them, but luckily, Ilya seemed to read his meaning, arched a brow gamely.
“You blame me?”
“I have eight Lady Byng trophies.”
“Only because they do not know how big an asshole you are,” Ilya chuffed. “I am being louder asshole so no one notices who bigger asshole is. Should give me big thank you.”
“Fuck off.” Because it wasn’t close to being true. Shane dropped his weight on Ilya who groaned, basically ceding the fight as Shane rode his dick into oblivion.
Shane turns away from the memory of last night, as they pull up outside the Hawkesbury House entrance and get out of the car.
Niko hits his vape outside while Anya runs free. Apparently Niko’s trying to quit smoking after Shane sent him several articles (then videos, when those links weren’t getting clicked) and mentioned his and Ilya’s differing running stats. Ilya was highly offended (“I am used to weights!”), but mulishly grateful that Shane convinced him to try quitting.
Ilya eyes the vape hungrily, even though he critiques it constantly for looking ridiculous. It’s the sense memory, the process of smoking, the comfort of holding a cigarette, that Shane suspects he misses most. His thumb is rolling the place where his old wedding ring sits and Shane looks away.
“Remember all I tell you, Nika,” Ilya says, and he sounds serious.
“I remember, I remember.” Niko pockets the vape and helps Ilya kennel Anya as they go inside.
Shane swallows, wonders what all Ilya mentioned. His mother’s smell, her forgetfulness, her accusations? All of the above? Niko will never be anything more than a stranger to her, no more memorable than the nurses she remembers maybe half the time.
It’s not fair to Niko to bring him here, but Shane is so grateful anyway. This will mean the world to his dad.
“Thanks for coming, Nika,” Shane says eyes down, as he writes Niko on the nametag at the front desk. The front desk worker gawps, and Niko winks at her. Shane knows it’s hypocritical, but Niko looks like such a child that it makes an uneasiness swell in his stomach to imagine him 'out in the world.'
Ilya looks unphased as they walk away, drawls, “Wow, you are famous. Not bad for boy cut from U-12.”
“Shut up. Shane doesn’t need to hear about that,” Niko protests.
“What happened?”
“Nika tried to set his hockey jersey on fire because they did not give him his papa’s number.” Ilya smirks angelically.
“Well, the coach is probably eating his puck now,” Shane says, mild. Ilya raises an amused brow, as if to say you do not need to help his confidence level.
Niko looks increasingly smug. “Probably choking on his stick.”
“Nika,” Ilya warns.
“Sorry, habit.” He looks a little chagrined at the gay joke, but not as distraught as he would have been if he said it right after finding out. Shane decides it’s probably a… good sign, all said. Progress that they are all working on this together. Or something. (He'll never get teenagers.)
They arrive outside Shane’s parents’ unit, a little hockey-themed wreath on their door.
Shane’s dad opens after one knock, pulling Shane in for a tight hug. Shane returns it, steps back and groans.
“What are you wearing?”
Dad grins, turns around, revealing a solid blue jersey with gold accents. ROZANOV is spelled on the top.
“Oh, no. Dad. Please,” Shane begs.
Niko strangles a laugh in his throat, Ilya thumps his back and he gets it under control.
“What, we’re watching the Blades game right? You must be Niko!” David says, reaching out for a shake to his unsplinted hand. "How is that healing?"
“Uh, good. Nice to meet you,” Niko says, bewildered and amused by Shane’s goof of a dad. God but Shane’s parents are kind of the worst.
In the living room, Shane is at least braced for Mom to be wearing the same terrible jersey.
“Hi, Honey.”
Her eyes glaze over as she looks at Ilya and Niko. Confused about Niko, definitely unhappy to see Ilya.
“What is Rozanov doing in my house?”
“Holy shit,” Niko mutters.
Ilya coughs, and Shane kisses his face, takes his hand. “Ilya is my fiancé mom.”
He sees her processing. Her anger wars with her need to have the upper hand and she shrugs.
“Right. I knew that.”
“We brought Anya,” Ilya says, setting the kennel down. Anya springs free, darting around the room, investigating. Mom’s smile lights up at the dog. Doesn’t matter if she remembers Anya, does it? Anya doesn’t have to do any work to be liked.
Mom coos, holding out her hand and Anya eagerly leaps the invitation onto the couch, which she is normally not allowed onto when Shane is around.
“How are you, Shane?” Mom asks, rubbing hard on Anya’s back, earning leg drumming, tongue out pleasure for her trouble.
“I’m good, happy to see you.” He hugs her, hopes she enjoyed the wagashi he sent. Knows better than to ask if she remembers getting them. She must have enjoyed eating them in the moment and that has to be enough for him.
“Niko, we’ve been watching your season, it’s been a good one, eh?” Dad says. “Tough hit last game, but you were pounding that number eighteen pretty hard all leading up.”
“Oh, thanks. Yeah,” Niko says. Perplexed, probably, that Shane’s parent are his fans. He must know it’s not their actual team, that no born Canadian would ever support Buffalo. This really just is because he is the kid of the man Shane is gone on. Ugh.
“What do you like to drink? Any dietary things we should know?”
“Coke is fine,” Niko says. "I eat whatever."
“We cook tonight,” Ilya says. “Niko and I made something to share.” Shane lowers his backpack which has all the thawing, frozen pelmeni Ilya and Niko made the night before with the Semenovs, sipping hot drinks and complaining at the TV the whole time in Russian, father and son spitting images of each other. Shane helped with the folds, but he was a little too stringent with the amount of meat he ladled in, and he was consigned to sit at Ilya’s side and eat the results as taste tester— as if Ilya did not make special ones for Shane without the squishy onion. 
They made plenty to share with Shane’s parents.
“That’s terrific of you both, can’t wait,” Dad says, getting misty eyed over absolutely nothing. Niko looks appropriately unsettled, but Shane can’t do anything about that.
Ilya waves it off, goes to the kitchen and starts setting things up. He comes back and hands Niko a coke and Shane a Perrier. Niko fidgets on the couch as Shane’s dad grills him pleasantly on his life in New York, if he has any hobbies, gosh they’re glad he was alright after the carjacking, any special girl or boy in his life? Niko lasts an impressively long time before he offers to go help his papa plate up the food.
Shane’s dad sighs when he goes, like he was the one nervous with Niko around.
“Good kid,” Dad says, almost nonsensically, because he barely knows Niko. Shane agrees though. His dad eyes him up. “Having an alright time with him? Stepping in as a parent has gotta be hard.”
“I’m not really his parent,” Shane says, also to assuage the total bewilderment in his mom’s eyes, because yes, he is still the childless gay son she’s always had, and it’s not considerate of his father to be confusing her.
“If you say so. Still, tricky spot with him and his mom." 
Shane grits his teeth. "Can we not talk about them while they're in the other room?"
"Okay, okay. Just saying it might do some good to talk to someone about it for support. You know, like a therapist or something.”
Shane can’t bite back his groan this time.
“What?”
“I’m tired of everyone suggesting that I go see a therapist,” Shane says, fighting to keep his tone down. Niko does not need to hear about his mental health, Mr. doesn’t-everyone-have-a-therapist?
“What do you have against it? You’re the one who suggested your mother and I see someone.”
Yes, because the book promoted that therapy might help couples coping with Alzheimer's in the early phases (and it has). Admittedly only his dad attends now because it confuses Mom too much. His dad reminding him of that makes Shane wonder if maybe everyone except him does see a therapist, which really only makes him feel worse, thanks.
“I don’t need to tell a stranger all my problems, that won’t help me. It stresses me out just thinking about it,” Shane says, and he feels his heartbeat rising.
“Shane, calm down. It’s alright.”
“You should already know this. Mom took me to see one once and it was— it didn’t— It was terrible.”
“She what?” Dad asks, disbelieving. “No, she didn’t.”
“Yes, she did! I don’t remember what we talked about but it…” Shane’s stomach twists at the memory, the shame. The tight clench of his mother’s hands on the wheel. “She would tell you if she remembered; that the therapist was shit.”
“It was a psychologist,” Mom says. “Not a therapist.”
Shane and his dad’s head snap to her. Her eyes are down, hands buried in Anya’s hair.
“What? Why did you take me to a psychologist?” Shane half expects her to blink at him, to wonder what he’s asking about, but her eyes are crystal clear.
She says, “I took you to try and get an autism diagnosis.”
Shane’s jaw drops. “What? What the fuck? You think I’m autistic.”
“Oh honey,” she says, sighing.
Shane looks at his dad for support, because she must have really lost it— but his dad only looks guilty.
"You too?!"
“I didn’t know you got him tested,” Dad murmurs.
“He didn’t find any proof, right?” Shane demands, because that is the only explanation that makes any fucking sense for why his parents are saying autistic to his face.
“He said that ‘kids like you’ are normally a little hyper-focused, good at academics, struggle socially.”
“But I… I wasn't great at academics.” Shane blinks. 
“I tried to tell him it was hockey, that you were waking me up at six am to play and sleeping with your sticks, hell you wouldn't go to school for three years without one!" Shane blushes at the memory but that wasn't fair. It just took him a while for his inherited stubbornness to be outmatched by the harsh judgement of his peers. He just didn't know how to act normal yet, but that didn't mean he was autistic. Everyone had to be taught.
His mom goes on, caught in a memory, and the anger makes her face warm and familiar. "That asshole doctor just blinked at me, said physical sports weren’t really autistic coded and maybe my inability to feed you half the time was because you were too picky. And when I pressed it, he asked, 'oh but you're sure he's not academic? Not even math?' Some people are fucking idiots,” she repeats, in an impressive show of selective memory. 
Shane rubs his face. That’s not nice to know about the racist doctor but… “You never said anything. About you thinking I was…” God, he can’t even say it. Hasn’t he heard it enough as a chirp all throughout his youth? What are you, fucking autistic? 
“We thought it might distract you,” Dad says. “Make you feel worse.”
"I do feel worse." So there’s that.
Mom scoffs. “It’s not like we could get any support from infrastructure without a diagnosis anyway.”
“Yuna.”
“What? God knows I tried! Even though my mom was pissed at me for even mentioning it don’t you know it’ll make him more of an outsider, she said. Don’t you know they’ll never accept him if he’s damaged. She could be so fucking mean sometimes. My Shane is fucking perfect.”
Damaged. Fuck. Shane can't handle this. He can't handle staring at his parents who both definitely believe that he, Shane Hollander, is fucking autistic. Socially awkward, hyper focused, blunt, weird, damaged—
He feels his eyes burning, that overwhelmed feeling rising in his throat.
His parents watch the edges of his freakout sympathetically.
Jesus, are meltdowns one of the symptoms???
“Sorry, honey,” his mom says.
“I can’t talk about this right now, we have guests,” Shane says, scraping for control. "Just, be normal. Please."
He needs to be somewhere else, like now.
Shane pauses outside of the kitchen, pressing against his eyes. He enters when he feels placid and calm. Opaque like good ice.
...Opaque to anyone who isn’t Ilya Rozanov. Ilya takes one look at him over his two boiling pots and says something short in Russian to Niko whose eyebrows go up. Niko looks at Shane and beats a sullen retreat back outside to the living room. Thank god he’s gone, Niko’s out-of-pocket questions are the last thing he needs.
Ilya's knack for knowing only makes his walls crumble, and his attempt at pretending the topic never came up vanishes like steam, replaced with a kind of righteous outrage. 
“What happened? What did she say?” Ilya sidles close to Shane, cups his face.
Shane stares hard back.
“Do you think I’m autistic?”
Ilya opens his mouth. Shuts it. “I do not think there is a good way for me to answer this question. Feels like a trap?”
“Fucking fuck,” Shane says.
“Autistic is word that means what I think it means,” Ilya tries, scrambling. “Then I think. Maybe. I did not think about it before, but explains why you hate potatoes and crunchy so much. Food is part of it, no?” He pets Shane's face like a little touch might make his honest words easier to stomach.
Shane steams, irate and without an outlet. “Was anyone going to fucking tell me they thought this?”
Ilya raises both hands to say woah, I cannot do anything here.
Shane forces himself to calm down and he quickly explains what his parents said.
“Wow,” is all Ilya says. “Can you take this plate outside?”
“That’s all? This is big stuff!”
“Maybe,” Ilya says. “Is just word to describe you. Don’t know enough to be sure, do we? Need to do reading.”
Reading. Yes, Shane needs to buy a book, maybe three. He’s walking into this without enough ammo, just the suspicions of parents who have always been too coddling and a boyfriend pointing out his longstanding food pickiness. How much is that really to go on?
He narrows his eyes, nods. Ilya kisses the side of his face, pats Shane’s ass which is more grounding than it should be.
“I’m not autistic,” Shane says, just to say it.
“Okay. I believe you. Now go, pelmeni are getting cold.”
Shane goes to the table, but his dad and Niko both wheedle and whine to eat on the couch because the pre-game is already on.
Shane is flummoxed, feels like the oldest person in the room when they ask him, and can only agree because it’s not even his house. He hands out three plates for them. Mom frowns, looks like she wants to say no, but Dad tells her loudly that this is food Ilya and Niko made special for them. He then reminds her that Ilya is Shane's fiancé before she can make dry quips about poisoning Shane to win the cup. 
Fiancé cooking is apparently enough for his mom to pick up the pelmeni and eat.
Ilya soon joins them, curling around Shane just as the game between the Buffalo Blades and the Ottawa Centaurs starts.
It takes no time at all for Shane’s mom to start in on the players. “That was shit. Puck hog. Buffalo should have passed.”
Niko glances at her, off-balance. That was his team she was criticizing.
“Forgive my wife. She chirps worse than the players,” Dad says so fondly.
“Ignore her,” Shane echoes.
“Bad puck possession. The Cens are going to score with their next line if the Blades don’t tighten up. It’s a bad match with the defense—does number eight look stiff to you? He’s not at 100%. Looks like ankle issues, unless his edges are always so shit.”
Niko stares at Shane, an insulting tilt to his head that seems to say I thought you said she was brain dead? 
Shane politely glances away. His mom has good days, bad days, but there is always hockey, it seems. Always the Boston Bears. At least, for Ilya’s sake, that’s not who the Buffalo Blades are playing against.
Shane looks down at his carefully made plate of food. He has the augmented pelmeni to avoid his hatred of shitty cooked onion texture; the taste is fine, raw onion is good if it’s not too crisp, but Ilya made cauliflower and beef for Shane so he can even swallow it.
Autistic. Fucking autistic.
There’s no way, right?
Shane takes out his phone, texts Hayden.
Me: Do you think I’m autistic?
No answer. Hayden must be working, tidying up from losing his game earlier today.
“That’s fucking dirty,” Niko says, when Miller, his replacement center, gets hooked. The whistle isn't blown despite Miller's wounded production. 
“Nika,” Ilya warns, lowly.
“Fucking blind ass ref,” Mom agrees, and Ilya goes quiet, flummoxed, clearly more out of his depth as a “good fiancé” than Niko is as a puck head. Niko and Shane’s mom bounce filthy commentary off each other. Shane’s dad just sighs, happy and content as a man can be, eyes falling shut to listen to the music of them.
“That left-winger needs to fix his fucking edges, eh?”
“That’s my teammate,” Niko says. "I play with Buffalo."
“Well your teammate needs to fix his fucking edges, eh?” Mom repeats, without missing a beat. Niko rocks in his crossed-legged spot on the floor, laughing hard.
Their first meeting could certainly be going worse, but having these two blunt hockey freaks in a room will take some getting used to... Shane used to do that with her, before the diagnosis. Isn’t sure when he got too old or too wearied by her degrading memory for silly, overdone commentary.
Hayden answers at the start of the second period.
Hayden: Uh, woah. Kind of out of the blue.
Hayden: I don’t know. I’ve never thought so.
There. Finally, someone rational, some vindication for Shane—
Hayden: Tho autism would kinda explain the eye-contact thing. 
Hayden: Not that it’s bad!
Shane flips his phone over and focuses on breathing through his nose. Ilya’s hand comes around his shoulder, thumb digging careful pressure into the touchy, tight tissue until the old injury is loose and slack beneath his hands and Shane is zoning out about the game.
Shane can’t look anyone in the eye at that moment, ironically, so he looks at the ceiling and listens to the commentary. It’s a good game. Buffalo struggles without Niko though, who seems only selfishly pleased to see that they need him.
He’ll get there, Shane thinks, more time yet to finish cooking.
“The Blades have gotten better,” Shane’s mom says at the end, “But they need a stronger first-line center to win.”
“That’s me, that’s where I play, we’re top of the eastern conference right now,” Niko says.
“You? You play for Buffalo?” Mom frowns, as if forgetting what jersey she’s wearing. Niko bites back a laugh, which is a good thing, because Shane thinks it’s really not funny. Not most of the time.
“Yeah, I already told you like twice,” Niko says. Ilya’s teeth clench. Shane knows Niko isn’t being rude— it’s just human habit to correct someone when they forget something. A habit that drives some Alzheimer’s carers mad if they can’t break it. Niko’s still new to this, still innocently reminding.
His mom hums, glancing him up and down. “Well, good luck with Buffalo,” she says, dubiously.
Niko takes the chirping with a good spirit. He helps Shane’s dad take the plates back to the kitchen, and when Shane’s dad offers a baked muffin (“I’m not sure it’s on your diet plan, but our neighbour brought too many,”) Niko eats it in two huge bites, asks if there are any extra. His simple greediness seems to give Shane's dad real joy. Dad packages up six more muffins for Niko, glad, in that inexplicable older person way, to give fuel to the scrappy young.
“Say goodbye to Yuna, Anya.”
Shane’s mom scrubs Anya once more before she trots into her kennel.
Shane hugs his mom, surprised but happy when Niko bends to do the same.
“Nice talking shit with you, Mrs. Hollander.”
She laughs, and even if she is confused as to who Niko is, she has decided she likes the person in the room with her anyway, enough to give him a shoulder hug.
Ilya groans under his breath. “Is unfair. She likes the son more than the original.”
“Who wouldn’t?” Niko quips.
Mom glares at Ilya who can only wave today it seems. To make up for it, Dad gives Ilya his usual big, slow bear hug, murmuring something in his ear that perplexes Ilya.
In the hallway, Niko asks, “Why does he hug you like that?”
“No one knows why my dad does what he does… What did he say?”
Ilya shrugs, befuddled. “He says I am good father and should be proud.”
Niko hums, rolls his shoulders, as if any of his behavior denoted good child-rearing habits. His goodness is mostly in his heart, in Shane's opinion, but he did well today, all said.
Niko adds, “Well, I like them. Yuna’s funny.”
Ilya tenses, trigger finally pulled. “Maybe a little less laughing.” He drops his tone and carries on in Russian. Niko snaps something back.
Shane stares, lost, as their exchange escalates until Niko shouts,
“You’re such a fucking asshole, you know that?” Niko stalks ahead, outpacing both of them to trundle down the stairs alone.
Shane raises an eyebrow at Ilya, asking, What was that?
Ilya looks away. “He shouldn’t laugh so much. Her situation is not funny.”
“He was laughing at her swearing… mostly.”
“Mostly,” Ilya grunts, solemnly.
“What did you say?”
“Just that I hope he laughs as much when he’s taking care of me.” Ilya puts on an attempt at casual bluster, but it withers in the face of Shane’s glare.
“Ilya… That’s not cool.”
Ilya throws a hand out, jostling Anya in her kennel. “What? What? You think I should lie?”
“Not lie, but you don’t have to throw it in his face.”
“Is not him that will have to deal with it,” Ilya hisses. “Is me. Doesn’t matter I’d rather be put down like a fucking sick dog than…”
Shane’s fist clenches.
Ilya curses, rubs at his face. Anger fights apology in his every line but Shane feels numb.
“Sorry, I'm sorry Shane,” he says quietly.
“Go fuck yourself.”
“No, I am sorry. Should not have said.”
“No. You think my mom should be put down.”
“Not Yuna, never Yuna.”
“But you?”
“I be like my father, I think. He is good at pushing people away.” Ilya smiles, bitter. “See I am already good at it. Imagine when I am actually ill.”
Shane clenches his fists. Too angry for words even. His rage, Ilya’s rage. The pain between them. He doesn’t have space for both.
Shane says nothing, getting in the car after Anya pees and Niko vapes. All of them are quiet, and Shane sees the way Ilya takes their unhappy silence on his shoulders. Bears it heavier than he should, as if it is all his fault. And some of it is— but a lot of it is just shitty old life chipping away whatever pieces it can.
When they get home, Niko goes to the guest room, door shut hard behind him. And this is where the strength of Ilya's heart shows, because Ilya gives Shane a regretful look before he goes, knocks softly and speaks to Niko for a long, difficult hour.
Ilya comes back, drained but more at ease. Shane sits in bed, researching books on autism, because he doesn’t have enough fucking going on in his life, apparently.
“He’s still mad, but he will not be moving to Labrador anytime soon.” Ilya collapses hard on the bed, groans. “Are you mad?” he asks, bluntly.
Shane is furious, but he wrestles it down into his tone. “I don’t want you to feel that way about yourself.”
Ilya sighs, scrapes at his jaw. “I am sorry I mentioned. I’m going to call Galina tomorrow. Book an appointment. I don’t want to… I never want to dump it on you. Is my own fucked up issues, I know. I’m sorry, Sweetheart. I am so sorry.”
“It scares me that you feel this way.”
“It scares me too, sometimes.”
“If I get Alzheimer’s—”
Ilya makes a wounded noise, as if the idea of Shane ever applying the same to him, put me down like a sick dog would simply break his heart.
“You’re going to take care of me. Hand and foot,” Shane says. His eyes feel hot and terrible. “And remind me when I forget to shower and put up with my yelling and trying to leave.”
“Yes,” Ilya swears, like penance. “Yes.”
“Because that’s what it means to be down bad for someone. To love them.”
Ilya nods, like an obedient pupil, like a dog who wants to learn. A good dog, one that will never be put down. He crawls, his head burying in Shane’s lap. This is why he has to be Shane’s, why Shane has had to move the world, heaven and earth, just to keep them together.
Shane pets his tangled curls.
“And you’re going to let me do that for you. If you love me enough.”
“I love you so much is almost terrible,” Ilya murmurs. Shane wonders for a moment what he means, but must admit to himself he rather knows.
“Good.”
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  Shane wakes up early. It’s taken a long time, but he has finally perfected the art of leaving the bed without stirring the formidably sensitive Ilya Rozanov. Shane’s new trick is to move slowly and to pause every few beats, just to lull Ilya back into a deep, restful slumber.
Ilya needs the sleep with how emotional he got last night. Shane is better at shifting off emotional drain from years of wrestling his feelings into the dirt, but to Ilya, each emotional strife leaves him hungover, wrung out and dehydrated, eyes bleary like he’s just escaped a club.
Shane opens his drawers, picks out a few exercise clothes and pads into the hallway. He changes in the guest bathroom, rolling his neck and feeling his shoulder pull. Alright, maybe he does feel a little bit of the tension from yesterday in his body. How else can he carry Ilya’s awful words and his even more awful promise to let Shane love him, come what may? No weights today with muscles this tight.
He scoops up his yoga mat and heads to the broad balcony for some sunrise stretching.
Shane pauses when he sees a cloud of smoke and a bustle of puffed-up dog hair through the glass. He opens the glass door and sees Niko, collapsed in a chair in the corner, cigarette burning between his fingers, a puddle of black silk and white suede.
Niko is what it looks like when someone has actually spent all night in the club. His shirt has circular sweat stains down the side. His bared chest looks matte with dried sweat and glitter from bodies against bodies. His eyes squint against the sunrise and sway belatedly to Shane.
Niko waves the cigarette. “Don’t worry. Just a little treat after a long night, I’m not back in the habit or anything.”
Shane wasn’t worried. It’s not his place as the man dating Niko’s papa to make a comment either way, not even on whether Niko should really be enjoying the lower Canadian drinking age considering he was recovering from a concussion. Shane would really like to.
Shane shifts on his feet, uncertain of whether he feels comfortable doing yoga in front of Ilya’s son with his rampant chirping and out of pocket comments. Anya runs little circles around Shane’s legs, snorting for his attention, and Shane drops down to greet her properly, letting her bump her wet nose and stamp from the excitement of his attention.
Niko taps the cigarette ash off the side of his building and Shane bites back a curse.
That ash could float into the apartments below, or onto people on the street. Shane makes himself look away so he doesn’t burn a hole in Niko’s blissed out little face.
Niko hasn’t been an incredible guest all said. Shane entered his room to drop off clean towels and was unimpressed. Niko leaves his bed unmade, a pile of rumpled sheets sitting in their own tangle. His clothes are spread carelessly on the floor in dirty heaps of athletic wear. Even in the kitchen, he has a habit of stacking his dishes so high and precariously in the sink that Shane cannot reach the water knob to even wash them.
Shane gave Ilya a look about it yesterday before they went to Shane’s parents. Ilya only shook his head.
“Now you empathize. I lived with him for eighteen years.”
“So it’s your fault?”
Ilya made an exaggerated expression of martyrdom, very Slavic in nature. “What you want me to do? Yell at him to clean up after himself? Wow. I never tried that.”
At Shane’s flat look, Ilya hitched his shoulders, okay, okay, it said. “I’ll have a little talk with him.”
Of course, Ilya ended up having a different conversation with Niko last night…
And maybe Niko’s choice to end up at a club isn’t just about being back in familiar haunts among old friends, maybe it’s about the things parents say…
Still, doesn’t mean he gets to drop ash into the other balconies.
“Can I get you a plate or something?”
“I’m almost done,” Niko says, which is not a solution.
Shane goes inside and digs around his cupboards for a moment. He can’t actually stomach the idea of using a plate he eats on. The idea of tasting even a particle of residual ash in his food as his skin crawling. He finds some strange looking lily pad dish in the back. Ilya’s, he’s sure, which is fitting since this is his son’s mess, and brings it outside.
He hands it to Niko who looks amused, tapping his cigarette on the edge while Shane is still holding it instead of taking it himself. Another of his endless teenage power games.
Shane resists the urge to react. Places it on the ground, thinks better with Anya, and then puts it on the edge of a planter, out of her reach.
He’s still annoyed at Niko treating Shane and Ilya’s carefully curated home like yet another one of his endless hotels on a long road trip.
Of course, what choice does he have? Ilya sold his house. Niko has nowhere to return to…
Shane glances at Niko. “Do you…” He hesitates, how to phrase. Squints at the early morning sunrise creeping over the horizon. “Are you bummed that your dad sold the house?”
Niko looks at him, surprise blinking back the bleariness.
Shane shifts. “I… had to sell my childhood home lately. It was hard to do.”
When Shane’s parents announced they were moving to Hawkesbury House, Shane thought long and hard about keeping the property. This was the house where his height had been measured in notches against his dad’s college hockey stick, the kitchen window he’d broken by playing too hard with his basketball, the stairs he fell down and broke a leg on and also ran up to get his parents every impatient early morning in his desperate rush to get to practice and get on that beautiful ice.
Only, it would never be that house without his parents. The idea of visiting those memories alone, without his parents to remember with him, had made him feel so sick. Like keeping a grave memorial for them while they were still living.
The best and only cure was to have someone else move in. Shane vetted all the families thoroughly and selected a couple with twin daughters. His dad met the family at the final contract signing and he was delighted when the daughters had run away from the table and into the yard where Shane and his mom and dad used to play field hockey in temperate summers. The parents apologized but Shane’s dad waved it off. Can’t expect them to hang around for the boring parts. Too much to explore in their new home!
Dad was happy, and Shane was happy about that, but leaving that house still felt yawning and difficult.
Shane looks for a hint of his own ambivalent ache in Niko, wonders if Ilya found a family to live there and if Niko also yearns—
“No,” Niko says simply.
“Oh.”
Shane… doesn’t know what to say after that. He resists the urge to analyze his pause any longer, to think is this why people think I’m autistic? He has books on the way to his local store. He can’t speculate until he knows more.
“Did he really not tell you?” Niko asks.
“What?”
“He didn’t sell the house, he gave it to me.”
Shane blinks— remembers— he tried to give Ilya his real estate manager’s number, but Ilya waved it off. Shane assumed that he had an agent from when he bought the house, but now he’s realizing that he never saw the expected deposit from a sale in Ilya’s finances like he should have.
“Oh.” Great. So good that Shane tried to be vulnerable with a teenager for nothing. Wonderful that Ilya communicated any of this to Shane. Did he hide it on purpose? Was he ashamed that he was clinging on to old memories? Does he think Shane would judge him for giving it to his son? That’s the right thing. It’s the right choice, Shane knows. But it feels weird that Ilya didn’t mention it.
“Yeah. I told him not to. It’s not like I spend any time here. I plan on spending summer in New York anyways.”
And, maybe a fight with his son about it would be why. Shane huffs.
“It’s something you might want later in life,” Shane says, and Niko snorts at the thought, at the mythical idea of later in life. Shane tries again, “It was the last house you had with your mother.”
Niko is quiet at that. He takes a long deep inhale, stubbing the end into the lily pad plate.
“He’s so sentimental about that shit. He gave me her ring when she died, told me I could wear it on a chain. Like I was going to wear a woman’s ring into the locker room.”
Ilya would have, if a diamond ring was the only thing he got from his mother. If Irina’s necklace, instead of being a delicate orthodox cross, was a pearl or inset gem, Ilya would wear it loudly, close to his heart regardless. It wouldn’t, couldn’t be feminine or ill-fitting with how he would own it. His masculine body would curl around the twinkling gem, transforming it into something cherished and apt.
Niko continues, “He got mad when I didn’t want the ring, but I’m not going to be lugging that weight around. I don’t need it, you know.”
“Right.”
Shane looks out at the city. A few other people are on their balconies, far enough away that their morning moments are blobish and unknown. Just taking in the sun, coffee. A moment of peace.
When Shane’s mother dies (and she will, he knows she will) what does he want from her? Would he wear her dainty bracelets or the simple silver chains? Pierce his ears for the sapphire gemstones she wears all during her birth month? Maybe.
Somehow, those material objects feel so much less important, even as they have made up his mother for years. What she gives him is so intangible, so much greater and heavier than any item itself. He couldn’t stop thinking about her if he tried, he couldn’t stop bringing her with him into every boardroom meeting, into every challenge. She’s with him, cheering him on, egging him to work harder, push farther—
“I think I get it,” Shane says eventually. “I wouldn’t… from my mom, I don’t think I’d need anything." Maybe he’s wrong, maybe when she is dead he will ache for those blue stones pressed against his ears, but for now.
"She gave me enough, you know?" Niko says. “I’m sad that she died, obviously. I’ll always miss her. But she set me up really well. I’m a winner because of her. She loved me and the old man a lot.”
He sounds certain, factual. It’s impressive to see on a teenager at 6am washed up from the club.
Maybe Niko’s therapy does really work. Shane has to give it some points.
He wonders about a world where Ilya got a listening ear instead of a shut up after his mom died. Wonders if he’d have to hold onto the cross like he was the only one who cared to remember. Shane is grateful that now is better than back then— for Ilya and his son. Is glad that Niko knows he was loved and feels it.
“Besides, she pops up sometimes in weird places. She’s all over this apartment too.”
Shane glances curiously at Niko, who picks up the homemade lily pad plate and cradles it. Oh. It must have been hers, maybe even made by her. Her hands forming it just like her child and Shane feels a shiver of shock. Not even sure what to feel.
“Love you, Mom,” Niko says to the plate, and then blows the cigarette ash clean off the balcony and into the morning air.
Shane watches it scatter down in wafts—
And then he hears a spattering of Korean and feels his stomach drop. Niko looks caught out, surprised that there are other people in the world. He hangs his head over the side of the balcony, curls floating as he gawps.
“You’re going to help me bring some of your frozen pelmeni to the Kims, and then you’re going to sweep their deck in apology,” Shane says, not caring about respecting Niko as an independent adult remotely. If he’s old enough to drink in Canada, he’s old enough to clean up his messes.
 
After apologizing a hundred times to the Kims who tell Shane they will be reporting this to the management company (oh, the irony) Shane supervises as Niko sweeps and mops their ashy balcony. When they get home, Shane nudges Niko to the sink where his pile of dishes sits. It might be Shane’s cool expression, or Niko’s defenses being down after a night out, but Niko does them. Complains the whole time, but does them.
Shane starts breakfast in the interim, cooks enough for three and enjoys Ilya’s surprised face when he stumbles in, tired and soft like a bear, and sees his son at the sink, wrist deep in soap suds. Shane drinks his coffee, reveals nothing, enjoys the kiss on his head, the snake of his hand down Shane’s torso in a quick thoughtless grope.
Ilya turns then, reaching out to his son and murmuring something Russian in that easy, joking tone of his. Niko deadpans something back and Ilya grabs his arm, reels his son in and kisses his cheek. Niko shoves Ilya off, wet gloves and suds making a sloppy handprint on Ilya’s shirt, but his scowl is the mild, toothless bucking of a teenager against sentiment.
Shane glances away, always feels a little off beat witnessing the physical affection. Shane’s father hugged him, sure, but he can’t remember a time when his father kissed him. For all the (probably cultural) difference pricks Shane’s attention, he can’t help but find the rampant, warm-handed affection so well suited for Ilya. Soft, yet demanding.
“I guess it means you don’t want bacon, Nika,” Ilya says, winking at Shane as he sidles over to add some cracked pepper to the sunny side eggs cooking.
“I’m the only one here with a real, physical job. You shouldn’t be having any if you want to drop your gut before the wedding.”
“Hear that, Mr. Deputy Commissioner, my son is the only one with a ‘real job,’” Ilya drawls, and Niko looks at Shane, embarrassed and flummoxed.
“That’s not what I meant.”
Shane can’t help but grin. “You must be exhausted from carrying the load.”
Niko makes a disgusted face at both of them and flings the sponge into the now empty sink.  
“I’m going to bed.”
“No, no. Eat before you sleep. Something to absorb all the alcohol. Trust me,” Ilya says, corralling Niko to the glass table. Ilya grabs the plates and Shane metes out the food. He does give Niko more because he is reaching the home stretch of the regular season and looking too lean for it.
“More, more.” Ilya waggles the plate a little. “He has real job. Has to eat very big diet for all his work.”
Shane adds a few more slices of bacon to Niko’s stacked plate and earns Ilya’s winking.
Shane sits down at the glass table and has the sudden, flush memory of Ilya fucking him on it across the floor and he has to look down at his plate concertedly.
Ilya smiles at him, eating his breakfast. Maybe not even knowing what Shane is thinking of, just enjoying Shane’s flush the same way he relishes his glistening bacon.
“What did you say to him?” Niko asks Ilya suspiciously. Then shakes his head. “Actually, no. I’m too hung over.”
Shane privately agrees.
Ilya grins like he has all he wants in this room, then his eating pauses when he spots the lily pad on the coffee stand by the door. Ilya stands up, taking his own plate with him for more fruit, but like a magnet, he goes to the lily pad. He picks up the plate and rubs it with a cloth carefully before stowing it in the cupboard, like a careful artefact in a museum. His smile is soft, loving, and private.
Shane feels his heart thud, but not sickly. Uncertainly. Like a slow realization that there are four of them in the kitchen, only Shane had not noticed.
His eyes whisk around the open plan of his and Ilya’s apartment—he thought it was just theirs, anyway. Only, every painting, every dog-eared Russian detective novel, even the chips in Ilya’s old fashioned, crystal glassware that he liked to use too much, all of these were also half Svetlana Rozanov’s once. The way Ilya was also hers once. How did Shane actually convince himself that he only took Ilya in this deal?
But seeing Niko’s easy smile as he sips OJ from a crystal glass, eyes glancing to old touchstone spots, Shane doesn’t know how he should feel. It’s not simply unsettled and not only joy for Niko. It’s muddled understanding of long lives blended.
It’s almost funny, because they talked recently, and number by number, they recognize they’ve both slept with a good amount of partners.
Shane never had a “slut period” for all Ilya has alluded to it, but he was active these twenty years apart. Once you meet people in the closet, they tend to know of another closeted guy who once had a fling with a closeted someone else who was a real freak in bed (complimentary). So, Shane has been able to find his way through this adult life without wanting too much for physical stimulation, in a way he thinks his younger self could not even dream of.
Big jock like you, were fantasy for these gay men, weren’t you, Ilya had murmured, eyes narrow and mouth wet.
Shane can admit— he was popular. Often times a simple hookup was all he really wanted (especially after Ilya, no strings sex was all he could stand) but, Rose often liked to accuse him of having a secret romantic streak.
Shane thinks a little longing for emotional intimacy is normal and above board, thanks. And his many attempts to find a blend of physical and emotional intimacy whilst not risking any real intimacy (or, God forbid, coming out) left a trail of lovers, some successful, and some less so.
Ilya, for his part, winced while trying to remember exactly how many girls it was in his twenties, and the number was kind of horrifying but after the fact he had been sixteen years loyal to Svetlana and busy with hockey and his son, and the demands that living put on a person after her death.
(and as Shane remembers, he did not ever use the open relationship… Probably Shane should take it as proof of his loyalty, but it just sits in his stomach hard.)
Somehow, Ilya took the body counts harder than Shane, expression crunched and arm heavy around Shane’s shoulder. Shane arched a brow at the unconscious possessiveness.
“Is a lot I missed,” Ilya said.
“Hmmm, yeah, somehow I don’t feel the same way. Considering we were having sex while you were fucking those 600 women.”
Ilya grinned, boyish and blameless. “Yes, you were better than all of them.”
Shane scoffed. He wasn’t fishing for praise, and he didn’t think to compare himself to all those women… he knew he was more important, more defining for Ilya’s life. What they had was physical, absolutely, but they were able to meet competitively, emotionally, and Shane, in his sentimental moments, thought even spiritually. He knew Ilya Rozanov must have a soul even if Shane himself didn’t know if he believed in them; he didn’t know how else to say that he and Ilya were so well-suited to know each other in this life.
But they weren’t all each other had known.
Ilya’s expression was strange, a hint of longing that betrayed that he was thinking of that time where he was Shane’s one and only. Of a night in a hotel room, laughing around a hand and reassuring a panicking, inexperienced Shane that a little shit on a condom was not the end of the world.
And Shane bristled. An uncharitable thought that Ilya didn’t like things being equal between them that he dismissed. A half-formed certitude that there wouldn’t be as many men in Shane’s life, just one, just Ilya, if Ilya had just texted Shane one long Vegas night…
Ilya didn’t say anything about that, about useless regrets or longing to monopolize something for the greed of it, just kissed Shane’s neck, tongue licking out a little to taste under his jaw. Savouring, if Shane had to say anything.
“You will have to teach me something new. You know more about gay sex than I do at this point.”
Shane flushed, felt awkward despite all Ilya teased him because… he already had. Last year when they started up again, Shane ate Ilya out as foreplay, but he’d been so tightly wound that he blew his load. Ilya’d look crushed, a little ruined, and Shane liked how distraught Ilya was at the thought that he couldn’t fuck Shane. Shane had cooed a little even as he licked the sensitive ring of Ilya’s muscle once more as farewell.
“I don’t usually come hands free,” Ilya tried not to sound apologetic, but Shane could see the shape of it in his brow, stress that snuck back on his face uninvited. He looked perplexed, mind working slowly as they reimagined their night.
“You can get hard again,” Shane said.
Ilya laughed, said, “I’m not twenty anymore.”
He tried to roll over onto Shane, lips reaching to kiss down his torso to his cock, but Shane kept a hand on his wide, strong side, steadying him like a horse.
Shane dropped his mouth down to Ilya’s spent cock which lay sensitively in a nest of hair and come. He took it into his mouth and Ilya tensed in pain, hands going to Shane’s hair.
“That won’t work…” Ilya grit out, overstimulated.
Shane hummed, and Ilya hissed again. He still didn’t push Shane away. Not even as he snuck a finger down and started playing with his untaut ball sack, stroking the patch of skin between, his perineum. Then finally, landing inside his hole again with one dry finger just for sensation.
Ilya thrashed at the overstimulation, his face was red and sweaty like it was during the most intense of hockey games, but he watched Shane with watery blue eyes and an open mouth as he harassed Ilya’s dick into hardness again over the course of an hour. Ilya’s second orgasm, when he gave it to Shane inside, twisted his expression into such ecstatic pain that Shane thought he could be cast in stone, it was so beautiful to watch.
Afterwards, he goggled at Shane, kissed him hard and lovingly down the back of his neck, around his shoulder to his chest and looked up at him like he had performed a miracle. Like he had invented something.
Shane never mentioned the man he learned it from. And maybe the lily pad is something not dissimilar. Should Ilya have pointed out all the things that belonged to Svetlana once? Shaped by her hands? Where was the line between her and what Ilya took and integrated into himself? Did he even see the hundred small, invisible ways he had been shaped irrevocably by her?
When Niko finally goes down to nap, Shane brings up the lily pad because he can’t quite help himself.
“We made together. Pottery class.” He senses Ilya watching him, his words careful. He hums. “Maybe we will go to one when you are out. You and I will make many things.”
“I don’t want to make pottery,” Shane says, words faster than his head. He squeezes his hands a little. “The texture. I don’t…” He breathes in and out, wonders what exactly he feels but can’t name it. Worries this too is that autism thing people have started accusing him of. Ilya is quiet, watching him battle the words out, find what he actually wants in this. “Cooking or baking… I want to do that with you more.”
Ilya grins. “I will convince you of the way of carbs. You will never look back.”
Shane can only wrinkle his nose. “Doubt it.”
“Mm, no, I will make you so hungry for them I think. We will make such sweet bread together.”
 
 
 
 
Shane plans to read his autism books in his New York apartment as a light activity before bed. He doesn’t always have that leisure with Ilya around, smirk curled on his lips and hands pulling and tugging and teasing Shane closer after sundown. Considering Niko crashed their last weekend, Shane has a feeling this next weekend will be even more hands on than usual. He only hopes Ilya doesn’t have any greater plans like sex on a pile of money again. They are still out of sanitizing wipes.
Shane has his usual two hours at the airport luxury lounge to start catching up on his work, but when the Teams won’t sync on his laptop and with IT out for the weekend, he settles on only answering the emails. That only takes an hour, and the passengers haven’t even started queuing to board yet.
Shane tries not to text Ilya too much at the airport— it makes it less painful to leave if he doesn’t draw out the goodbye and instead gets to hold onto the memory of that farewell kiss in the doorway, Ilya’s body wrapped around his, warm and big.
At a loss, Shane pulls up an article on autism to start reading just as a primer before the books.
He adjusts his glasses, eyes skimming over the information—
He makes it halfway through the article by the time he realizes this is absolutely categorically not about him.
There is no way they’re talking about Shane here.
Difficulty in stimulating environments, difficulty in social situations, difficulty reading cues, difficulty, difficulty difficulty—
He wasn’t difficult. He knows he said that to Ilya sometimes, apologized for how difficult he felt, but it wasn’t anywhere close to the same as this. 
He was a functioning, downright successful adult. Could an autistic person be captain stretching across a decade and multi-Stanley cup winning? Could they handle the pressure and the stimulation of press and sponsorships? Could an autistic person navigate the sensitive, political waters of a high-pressure office setting? Shane didn’t think so.
What a waste to buy those books, but still. At least he knew for sure now.
Shane breathes deeply, leg drumming against the floor as he tries to think about something other than the itchy upset on his skin he can’t label. His phone rings with a facetime request— Rose. He sighs in relief, popping in his earbuds, letting her cheerful voice wash over him.
She’s getting ready for a networking event. Her face has daubs of product she rubs in with efficiency as she tells him that every time she attends one of these, a male director will beg her to stop directing and come back to act for his newest picture.
“What do you say?” Shane asks, already feeling better just by listening to her voice, the patter of her life, so familiar to him.
“I say that if he stars in mine I’ll star in his, but the competition for male leads is pretty high for my projects and nudity is a requirement,” she deadpans. “Though that does remind me why I called…”
“What?” he asks, dry. She has that sweet, wheedling tone that never even fooled him when they were dating. “What do you want?”
“Would you consider being in my film?”
Shane blinks. “I thought you finished shooting that in Malta?”
“We’re doing pickups. There’s tonal issues I need to fix. Right now the whole thing is so literal,” she complains. Right… Is that a bad thing in a movie?
“And you want me to be like a background guy?” Shane isn’t the type to question directors and their visions since Rose joined the trade but it seems silly to have him in a bit part when there are dozens of aspiring actors champing at the bit to be in the next Landry pic. It could be fun, he supposes, to hang with her on set.
“Not exactly. You’d be playing yourself—or rather, playing Shane Hollander.”
“I am Shane Hollander,” he says stupidly.
“Exactly. You’re going to be so perfect. I just wanted something popculture-y but not recent, you know? Like a glimpse at someone’s childhood.”
Shane is losing the plot here.
“It’s a dream sequence,” she clarifies, which actually clarifies less for Shane.
“It’s not… nothing too…” Shane fumbles around the words ‘big’ and ‘visible’ and ‘career damaging.’ ‘Gay’ might also be in the mix of unutterable things.
“No, you don’t even have to say anything, it’ll be like a thirty second shot. Simple, really simple. Just nonverbal acting. And you’re good at that!”
Shane snorts. He always hated doing lines in the commercials— for the normal reasons. It was stiff work, but he wasn’t awful at performing. Rose saying it as a professional counts for double. More proof that he isn’t autistic, which is obvious. Of course.
“If you think it’ll be good. I’m happy to at least shoot it—"
He draws his phone back as he hears her yells of excitement. Her arms pump in the air and she shimmies on her make up chair.
“I can’t wait for you to see it, see my vision, you’re gonna love it,” she gushes. Shane thinks of her last piece with all the ocean shots and can only imagine what she has in mind. She picks up her makeup pads again, as if forgetting that she was doing her base layer. “Anything new with you and Ilya?”
Shane tells her, humorously, about what his parents said about being autistic. His humor sometimes lands weird, he knows, so he’s not surprised the punchline gets a little wonky, but Rose usually gets what he was going for and laughs like he said it right.
This time, all she says is, “Oh.”
“Yeah, crazy right.”
“This is…” She stops. She isn’t rubbing foundation into her face anymore, making her left and right side look clownishly mismatched. “You didn’t ever… I don’t know, hear that before?”
Shane glared. “Of course I heard it before. In every fucking locker room along with being a fucking cocksucker and hitting up everyone’s mom’s and sisters.”
He twitches his face too late to the side and sees a scandalized expression from someone sharing the executives lounge with him. Red faced, Shane picks up his duffel and messenger bag and moves to a more private corner by the window. He resists the urge to pace, keeping a hand firm on his hip instead to squeeze the muscle.
“Right. Hockey talk. But, I mean, besides that. No teacher or doctor ever…?”
“Rose, what the hell?” He drops his voice. “You don’t think that I’m… We dated.” 
“Autistic people date,” Rose says, sharp.
“That’s not what I meant,” Shane says, teeth tight. “You never even mentioned thinking—"
“I didn’t think it needed mentioning! I thought you maybe knew!” Rose finally admits and Shane feels his mouth popping open. She thought it was that obvious? “I just mean, it wasn’t really my business to say anything about it, you know.”
“Yeah, it’s not your business,” Shane grunts, “And I’m not.”
Rose makes an annoyed sound and Shane can feel the mood souring between them.
“I didn’t know you’d gotten tested. You could have led with that.”
“I wasn’t tested!” Shane says, “Or I guess, kind of I was but… I’m going to be commissioner of the MLH. I’m not exactly inept.”
“A lot of autistic people actually excel in their fields you know. Kinda the opposite. It’s a hyper-fixation thing.”
“Yeah, but those are niche fields, like computer science and cows and… whatever. Hockey isn’t niche.”
“Right,” she drawls. Okay, Shane, disbelief lurking in her voice.
“It's rigorous and demanding,” he snaps, trying to make his point.
“Uh-huh.”
“Yeah. Well, in the future, I’d really appreciate if you didn’t imply that I was autistic.”
Rose has evened out the complexion on her face and she looks dewy and stony when she says, “Shane, you’re the one who mentioned it. Don’t bring up topics if you don’t want to talk about them.”
Which is aggravatingly fair, and by the time they hang up, Shane feels foolish and chastised in the terminal lounge.
 
Work is a blessing—so often is. An arena where Shane can excel, where everything has a place and purpose. Shane gives a presentation on the recent outreach efforts post Switzerland Olympics. He manages to deftly tie his point of audience appeal and reaching new fans to a definitively anti-fighting stance without saying the actual words. He doesn’t stumble, he makes eye-contact in the places he practiced, he only glances at his notes on occasion.
He’s smooth and polished as anything. Kimmi comes by afterwards to tell Shane he gave a good speech, complains about her dog barking when the fights come on the TV. Shane hedges over mentioning Anya, how she yips when the crowd gets loud, but ultimately decides against mentioning it— she’s legally Ilya’s dog after all. He hovers with Kimmi for a long moment, belatedly realizing he should mention another topic, but she pats his back, shifting to join another group talking about some weekend golf trip.
Kimmi inserts herself so easily, makes space for herself in a way that Shane just finds perplexing. He goes back to his office, thinking about how much time in the office is spent on non-work conversation, then feels petty.
Shane knows that he’s liked in the office— Shane is competent. Even when social easiness fails him, he has a simple and devastating competency that makes his place in any professional setting unassailable. He’s worked hard to get good at something outside of hockey, and it’s nice that it’s appreciated. It’s nice that he doesn’t have to be good at the golf talk to be where he is. (That’s definitely how some people, like Halstead, climbed the ladder.) He wonders, constantly and quietly to himself, how the hell people talk about topics like that, like literally, what can they possibly even say? He can’t imagine. It’s golf. 
He goes to get a coffee at 2pm, as usual, before he settles into his next round of meetings, but Jamison still hasn’t gotten the coffee pods he likes. Shane hovers a good distance from the rainbow float that Jamison calls a desk.
“Sorry, Mr. Hollander. I can’t find them anywhere.”
It’s been six weeks since Shane mentioned it. Initially, Shane fretted over whether the coffee pod company went out of business, but when he stops by the store he still sees the blue containers on the shelf. So he tells Jamison which store exactly they stock them, what aisle, the cross streets, and the best way to take local transit train and bus. “If you happen to drive there’s a public parking lot under the nearby office building…” Jamison’s eyes have glossed over and Shane rubs his face.
“Just… do your best, please.”
“Sure,” Jamison says. “In the meantime, there are the other coffee pods. You know. The red ones.”
Shane doesn’t dignify that with a response. The red ones left grit at the bottom of the cup that made his last sips hurl worthy. He can’t even think of stomaching that. So he goes coffeeless and spends the remaining seven minutes he budgeted to get coffee with an itch under his skin. A perfect routine destroyed.
He’s predictably tired when he makes it home. He calls Ilya, they catch up while Ilya cooks, with Shane practically dozing off.
“World domination is so hard,” Ilya hums. “I think you will sleep well, even without reading a boring book.”
Shane scoffs. He brings Ilya along to start a skin mask before he settles in his bed with a very unboring Mario Lemieux biography because he does want to at least start the next chapter.
“How are the autism books?” Ilya asks.
Shane feels his hackles rise and fights the snap. It’s a completely fair question. He did end up picking them up from the store, but they’ve languished on his bookshelf and Shane has been thinking about donating them to his local library. He’s sure the information in them is valuable, just not to him.
“I don’t think I need those. I did a little reading online and there’s just no way I’m autistic.”
“Okay,” Ilya says.
Shane itches behind his neck roughly, trying to sort out if Ilya is being genuine or indulging Shane the way apparently so many people in his life have been (his parents included). Ilya isn’t the type though. Hell, even when Shane was saying he wasn’t gay, Ilya was…
Actually, Ilya was reacting pretty much the same way. Unfighting, easy agreement. He can’t help but remember their conversation in the car after telling Marleu. You’re nothing until you decide you are.
It’s not really fair.
“I’m not, Ilya.”
“Okay. I believe you.”
Shane rubs his face, has to put the book far away from him.
“Do you really think I could do everything I do, captain so many teams, give speeches, handle office politics bullshit if I was actually autistic?”
“Is you,” Ilya says, simply. “Shane Hollander. You can do anything. Am pretty sure.”
Shane feels a little choked up and isn’t sure why.
Ilya goes on. “I have had a couple autistic players before. I think maybe it is harder for them in some ways. Maybe easier in other ways.” Shane scoffs. He hasn’t seen shit about anything being easier. “But does not mean they cannot do what they do. Does not mean you wouldn’t be where you are.”
I can’t be autistic because I don’t want to be anymore difficult than I already am. It sticks in his throat, too terrible to mention out loud. He knows he’s demanding, asks for a lot, has made Ilya bend over backwards to keep this secret so Shane can come out just how he wants it. Being autistic in addition to everything else feels like another weight around his neck. He can’t explain why, can’t explain how badly he needs to escape at least one thing going on in his life, even if he can’t escape being gay or being half-Japanese—
And he doesn’t want to escape, those things are who he is, but god, why does it have to be so exhausting?
Ilya watches him through the camera, huffing an unhappy breath.
“I used to think, maybe, depressed person can’t keep good things. You know, good jobs, good relationships,” Ilya says quietly, and he’s turned off the stove, leant back against the counter and showing the worst angle of his chin, the way it cushions a little chin fat, the unshaven stubble. He only does this when cooking, or when he doesn’t want to look Shane head on over the phone. “You seen what I am like.”
Shane remembers Ilya’s last depressive episode but that isn’t a fair comparison. Ilya is a charismatic, moving person with a mental illness, and Shane is a guy who wasn’t even diagnosed with autism at the doctor’s office.
“So, I think labels and things, is just like sports. Limit is what you think it will be. What you expect you can and cannot do.”
“Now I know you’re a coach,” Shane says. “I never heard enough about pushing limits as a player,” he drawls.
Ilya lets him change the subject, waggles his eyebrows. “What you want me to be your coach?”
Shane splutters. “God, Theriault is such a boner killer.”
Ilya laughs. Hums. “Maybe your captain then? First year on Junior team?”
And Shane glares but only because Ilya knows him so well.
 
 
After Shane has been humiliated by his transparent fantasies and been encouraged, cheered, and egged onto a brain melting orgasm captain style, he cleans up, removes the skin mask he forgot he had on, and goes to bed at the perfect time.
Then he lays awake, Ilya’s words running ramshackle around his head.
Ilya’s last depressive episode settled in like an icy snow a month ago, freezing everything out. He stopped answering Shane’s messages frequently, withdrew from badgering his son’s life.
Shane had actually called Niko— his first time ever in a personal capacity— to ask whether Ilya was alright.
“He’s just being a depressed asshole,” Niko assured Shane over facetime, or at least Shane thinks it was supposed to be reassuring.
“He’s depressed?!” Fuck. Weren’t episodes like this what medication and therapy was for? Shane grappled to understand. “Did something happen?”
Niko shrugged. Right. If something did, unlikely Ilya would have dumped it on his kid, especially in the middle of a tight season.
“I’ll check in on him.” Tomorrow was Friday anyway. He could leave work to catch an earlier flight.
“Just don’t be surprised if he’s not smelling so great,” Niko said, and Shane frowned at the jab, at how uncaring he was. Being a depressed asshole, he had said. but Niko was looking away, lips tight. Bothered, for all he pretended not to be, and Shane finally could read that sheen in his eyes as protectiveness.
"I wouldn't judge him." For this or anything. "I'd never..."
Niko scoffed. “Right, forgot who I was talking to.” Niko shook his head, like Shane's mawkish love for his papa was too much, but his eyes turned to Shane again, more appreciatively. Shane told him about catching an earlier flight and Niko shrugged like he didn't care, but his shoulders slackened after the movement. Loose and young again. Yes, he should let Shane handle this one.  
While Niko seemed more at ease, Shane fretted after the call ended. He wondered whether it was possible that Ilya missed a dose of his medication.
Only he knew that wasn’t the case, knew that Ilya took his meds every night like clockwork. Little orange bottles that had a permanent place in their shared, master bathroom counter, sitting like a strange mirror to Shane’s bottles of skin care products on his basin. Their separate maintenances.
Shane flew into Montreal and found Ilya in bed and only just resisted asking how long he’d been in there. He was terrified Ilya had been laying supine and low this the whole week he’d been blue. Anya was parked on the bed with him, her usual frisky body low and quiet, sensitive to her owner.
As Niko promised, he did not smell exceptionally good, but Shane was immune to reek from years as a jock.
“Did something bad happen?” Shane asked softly, knealt on the bed, hand petting Ilya’s face intently.
Ilya shook his head. His eyes were glassy and far away, a sadness like a deep, sudden well in the ground.
“Nothing with your team? No? Hmm, well, were you thinking about something?”
“No. Just normal day.” Ilya shuddered, a little crawling movement up his spine.
Shane swallowed. He did some reading. He understood that to be true of depression, that there could be no cause.
He cupped Ilya’s precious face to get the strength to say what he thought Ilya would not like to hear.
“Mon couer, I don’t think your meds are working,” Shane said gently. He had a phone number ready for a different, highly rated psychiatrist who could prescribe something better over telehealth, something that would save Ilya from the turgid marsh of his mood.
“They work. Just, sometimes there is break through.”
Clearly they didn’t work though. Ilya had to see that. With all the decades of research, surely there had to be the right drug to obliterate these shadows from his lovely face.
“Maybe something else might…”
Ilya did not get angry, he got quieter, somehow. More ashamed.
“Shane. You do not hear me. Is normal for all meds. This depression is not fixable, is just… helped. Still happens and is nothing we can do.”
Shane was aghast. Absolutely outraged on Ilya’s behalf because he should have been completely cured. He deserved to be when Ilya was doing the all the necessary maintenance, enduring the grueling emotional therapy and navigating medication side effects. For what? What did these meds even really do if they didn’t fix Ilya?
As if sensing Shane’s bafflement, Ilya roused himself out of bed, put on a watery smile and ghosted out of the bedroom to the living room, Anya on his heels like a solemn sentry. He sat heavily on the couch, but the strange distance of his expression was just the same as the bedroom—actually it looked worse for being so well lit. He was doing a mimicry of wellness. God.
Are you thinking of killing yourself? Shane wondered, from where he stood in the door. Do you know what I would do if you ever did? 
Ilya didn’t give any inclination that he was thinking of ideas so grim. If anything, he made a lot of effort to do things the same as they always did. Over the course of the weekend they cooked together, caught up, kissed and curled around each other. They even went on a night run with headlamps when Shane was sure no one in Montreal could tell Shane Hollander apart from the shadows.
Through it all, Shane had this nagging surety that Ilya was not there, not really. The gap between responses, the long lull before he managed his way out the bed. The way he would lay down after standing for any stretch of time, as if seeking horizontality constantly. His diet went down the drain and he ate like shit or nothing at all. Ice cream and highly processed snack cakes vanished from the cupboards, and he looked sick after all the sugar, more ashamed to meet Shane’s eyes, but it beat the times he shook his head when Shane offered something, anything, like the idea of eating was conceptually alien to his body.
Then there was way he looked at Shane like he was terrified of him and undeserving all at once. It made Shane’s mouth dry and he had a frightened certainty that he would never get his Ilya back. Just like his mother, he was losing the man he loved to the damning mechanics of his brain.
How hadn’t anyone cured this? Cured Alzheimer’s?
One night, Ilya tried to have sex with Shane, hand reaching out automatically for Shane’s admittedly tented boxers, but the look in his eye was still gone. Elsewhere. Sunk into himself. Shaking, Shane caught his hand and kissed it, pulled the heft of Ilya back into his chest and feigned sleep for all the position caused pain in his shoulder. Ilya’s knee probably hurt too but he didn’t say anything. Just laid there, numb. Neither of them slept.
Shane tried to act normal, tried not to let on too much how each change in the man he knew ached like a new cut in a growing collection. Shane knew how his own pride would smart if this were him suffering and Ilya met him with pity. He tried to return the favour, to be present but not overbearing. In return, Shane earned Ilya’s long, relieved exhales against Shane’s chest at night, an almost gasping quality to his breath that somehow Ilya had not ruined this thing between them yet.
As if Shane would ever let him.
Leaving was difficult. Shane put it off til Monday morning, taking a red eye to salvage an extra night together. In one sense, it was heartening to know that Ilya wouldn’t starve on his own, that he could still operate, go to work, cook, interact. Yet, it was also somehow terrifying to know he could do all of those things while utterly sick in the head with thoughts that only showed in the frightened corners of his expression. He was so practiced at it.
Shane packed his bag and kept replaying the day before when Ilya had dropped a plate of food on accident, trying to carry too much to the table. Shane could see from his non-reaction how little Ilya cared at all. For the dropping, for the ruined food, for the broken, shattered plate.  How easily that apathy could translate to not caring about something far more precious…
But Shane had to trust Ilya when he said he would be okay. To not hover…
It wasn’t hovering to knock on the community outreach manager’s door at work, to mention an underserved school in his old neighborhood of Montreal and whether it was possible to reach out to collegiate partners for McGill to do some community work. And Ilya’s boys would go on Wednesday to teach teamwork and general skills and drop by bags of donated sports equipment of all sorts, and the coach probably didn’t need to show up for that if he needed a day off. Or maybe Ilya could go and could see how wonderful hockey was the same way that always struck Shane with brisk freshness when he saw U-12 playing, so unsure of what they were doing and yet so bright in every move.
Maybe Shane did send food to the apartment, which was certainly something Ilya could have done on his own, but sometimes it was just nice to have someone do for you.
By the fourth day apart, Shane got a picture of the really rich poutine Ilya was partial to, the first message from Ilya since Shane left aside from the automatic “I love you” when Shane sent his daily, just to know Ilya was still okay.
I ♡: we are not even married and you fatten me up.
I ♡: I have to be skinny soon. Wedding pictures, suits. Is kind of a big deal.
Me: I don’t think your husband will mind.
I ♡: oh you think this because you haven’t seen him. Sexy, big man. Very muscular, very sleek. Like sexy cat.
Shane toyed over his response, but Ilya was faster.
I ♡: I sent a picture. Where is mine back?
I ♡: Send something delicious.
Shane flushed down to his toes. Jesus. He didn’t love the idea of a picture of him floating on the servers, but also… Ilya had been sick. He deserved something.
Yeah, that was the only reason.
He tried not to feel his cock hardening as he laid out against the bed. He made a good amount of gains, but something about photographing himself always showed all the bad sides, his stubborn belly and the pathetic skinniness of his calves. He missed the professional photographers who always got the best of him and could edit out all the rest.
He sent the best one off anyway and waited for a response.
When one didn’t come, he poked.
Me: Ilya?
I ♡: one minute. Am VERY busy
Shane immediately videocalled and Ilya was in fact whacking off in their Montreal kitchen, poutine going cold in front of him. And it made Shane ache for their apartment and its high ceilings and the way it could take Ilya for granted everyday in a way Shane could not yet.
After they both came and Ilya cleaned up the kitchen, stealing a little poutine to eat and saving the rest for later (the textural idea of day old poutine horrifies Shane), they curled up in their separate beds.
Shane examined Ilya’s face on the screen, so familiar to him. The winking mole and arched lips below playful eyes. No hidden corners and uncaring ledges. He looked normal again, like Ilya. All playful light and warm corners of skin.
It made Shane feel bone-shakingly relieved. A breath released that he’d been holding for weeks. Ilya made it out. He outlasted the episode and came back to Shane.
“I’m glad you’re okay.” Shane wished he could take the words back immediately, because pity and drawing attention was just what he promised he wouldn’t do. But he wasn’t hiding shit, apparently, as Ilya quietly pointed out the phone was shaking in his hands. Shane steadied the phone against the pillow, forgoing the tripod to keep Ilya close.
“I’m sorry,” Ilya said, and Shane shook his head briskly, almost beyond words, because Ilya shouldn’t have to apologize. “I am sorry,” he argued. “Should have told you about it sooner. How it works. I made you afraid. I think I hoped that I wouldn’t…” He sighed. “I am optimist. I always think after I live through episode maybe I there will not be another, but that is not how it works.”
“I don’t know a lot about it,” Shane admitted.
“I am newer to knowing about it too. Took me a long time to get help.” Ilya chewed his words, said lowly, “Svetlana and I used to fight about this.”
Shane shivered at this invitation into their marriage. The shape of it beyond the glistening euphoria of their wedding picture and teasing casualness at MLH events glimpsed across big rooms. Shane wanted to know, so he bit his tongue against saying it wasn’t fair of her to fight Ilya about his genuine mental illness. Some of his expression must have shown anyway because Ilya smiled, and it was a little sharp.
“She had to deal with worst. She knows I am like this before we marry. Have always been like this as kid, but we both think it will get better when life gets better.” He waved a hand to gesture to the optimist thing. “No tough father, no deportation threat, new house, new kid. My life is great, and still, I…” He shakes his head, jaw tight. “She dealt with it when I never had medication or therapist. It’s our culture, maybe, that we do not think of laying around as mental health stuff. Or maybe was my pride, I don’t know. But now I think what I did to her? Not getting treatment. It is one of the most unfair things I ever did to another person.”
Shane jumped to say it was not Ilya’s fault, but he tried to think about this weekend if he didn’t know Ilya was in therapy, if he wasn’t on meds. The withdrawing, the moodiness, the constant, oppressive desire to lay down. Imagined that young prideful Ilya laid low by his own brain, and he must have bucked hard against the reality. Lashed out the way he accused himself of being so good at. An Ilya who did not know that it could be helped, that he could and would survive many more dark episodes… And a child in the house. Poor Niko.
Poor Svetlana.
Poor Ilya.
It hurt to think about. How everyone suffered. Hurt moreso to admit that maybe Shane didn’t know how Svetlana got through it except that she must have had the utmost faith in Ilya and loved him incredibly.
“I always try to be there for my family, but… I think sometimes I fail,” Ilya confessed. His eyes flickered to Shane’s on the screen, and he chuckled softly. “What are you doing, so close to the screen?” He murmured something in Russian, fond, amused and Shane realized brought the phone very close to his face.
“I wish I was with you.”
Ilya laughed again.
“What?” Shane asked.
“Is funny reaction to someone telling you they fail very much at important things.”
Shane hummed. “I don’t think I see it like that at all. When you really needed the help, you got it for you and for Niko. And because of that… it gets to be different for us. Because of what you’re doing. You and me are okay and so is Niko, even if it's still a little hard sometimes. That doesn't seem like a failure to me.”
The words feel clumsy in his mouth, always so unwieldy, but Ilya put a hand over his eyes, hiding them and whatever he was working through. Shane kept talking to him, and was relieved when Ilya nodded, voice thick and overwhelmed as he promised to try and call Shane next time, not to shut him out for so long. 
The next day, Shane received a reverse care package from Ilya with all his favorite brand protein powders and Shane’s absolute favorite chicken breasts from the farmer’s market stall. Niko got one as well, but Ilya moaned about how he looked like an absent father buying his son off. Fretfully, he sent it anyways because he worried about Niko eating enough more than made possible sense.
Niko was rather shrewd about his papa in Shane's opinion. He may have understood the withdrawing was as much low energy as it was Ilya trying to protect Niko and Shane from his moods. Ilya feared hurting his loved ones more than anything, more than he had a right to with how loving and warm he was, but his specific dynamic with Niko, how the depression fits into their history, that mesh of feelings belong fully to the two of them.
Shane already knew how much Ilya worried for his son inheriting his depression, how much he stressed the importance of therapy to keep Niko always in touch with himself, aware of warning signs. Ilya might not be able to prevent Niko developing depression, but Shane knew if Niko did, he would be miles ahead of where Ilya started in trying to survive it.
(And light years ahead of where poor Irina Rozanov started…)
Back then, listening to Ilya confess his perceived shortcomings, Shane felt sympathetic and openhearted to the struggle Ilya was going through, even if he couldn’t relate.
Shane always did everything for his family. Will continue to do everything for his parents, Ilya, Niko, and Anya. He has never doubted this about himself.
Lying in bed, he can’t help feel the spines of those autism books glaring into him like a brand from the shelf. He doesn’t think he has autism, really. But if there’s a chance that his parents and Rose and Hayden are right…
If there was advice for how to make himself less difficult…
Shane flicks on the lamp, mind grating against breaking his schedule, but antsy enough to go to the bookshelf and pull out the first of the three autism books, simply titled Neurodivergence. Shane puts his glasses on, aiming to read the first chapter. At the very least he could put to rest whether he has the damn thing.
 
Shane finishes the first book and starts the next before he arrives at work the next day. He brings the third to the gym. He goes home and reopens the first book with a mechanical pencil and starts making notes.
 
Shane flies into Montreal-Trudeau airport on Friday with a heavier duffel than usual. Ilya has a late game, so Shane takes a Lyft to the apartment. He starts dinner, using gloves so there’s no cross contamination between Ilya’s beef and Shane’s chicken.
Ilya comes in, tired expression perking up as he sees Shane flicking gloves off to greet him. They kiss, Ilya’s pinky ring dragging gently down Shane’s jaw as he cupped Shane's face. Ilya tastes like a long day and faintly of cinnamon gum.
Anya yaps, stamping to get at Ilya and he lifts her under her front paws like a baby to shove their faces together. Noses touching as her tongue works all over his scruffy face.
Shane watches this mildly gross sweetness but can’t feel anything for his nerves. Decides it’s better just to get it over with.
“You get me something?” Ilya asks when Shane starts digging through his duffel. Ilya puts Anya down as Shane hands over the stack of autism books.
Ilya doesn’t ask anything, but his body language leaks a mild question.
“The one on top is the first book you should read,” Shane says. “It’s co-written with an autistic person and a neurotypical person. I think it has a good balance of information and inside/outside perspective.”
Ilya takes Neurodivergence, flips it open, eyes scanning the margins where Shane scrawled some notes. He pauses on a page of symptoms and signs which Shane scratched circles around more than one. Eyebrows climb, but Ilya remains patiently silent as Shane dumps information on him.
“Self-diagnoses is a whole thing in the community… but also there is a history of accessibility issues, especially for people of color.”
“Do you want to try diagnosis? Maybe find Asian doctor, see what they say?”
“No.” The thought of replicating any part of that shitty experience with that psychologist makes Shane’s throat tense. He already hates the idea of that much bullshit vulnerability with a total stranger, but trying to pass someone’s perceived test only makes him feel more unwell. Like getting evaluated by those sports psychologists, getting told whether he could play when his own body and head had clarity of purpose. But even though he felt ready, the questions they asked were so hard, tricky, brought out the most awkward sides of him as if meant to reveal all the ways he was different and less than.
Ilya shushes him. “You don’t have to at all. We don’t have to get diagnosis.”
Shane felt pettily relieved and still silly. “I don’t want to see a professional. I just circled what I thought applied to see if it helped. You can tell me if I’m wrong about any of them.”
“Okay.” Ilya’s tone is cautious. “But this is a lot of circles.”
Shane knows. He buries his face in his hands. “Yeah.”
Ilya rubs his back, which does make him feel better even as he fights the hot feeling in his face. Fuck.
So, turns out autistic people could actually be hyper-competent. Hyper-competency actually might be what makes them super autistic. Shane learned that there was a spectrum. For every autistic person who sucked at public speaking, there was another who excelled (especially when it was structured, with rules, like, say a press scrum or practiced presentation). Those who shirked physical contact, and those who threw themselves into it like waves against a rock. That struggling with social cues did not equate to having no friends or people who loved them, or having a sex life that was fulfilling. Autistic people went to the moon, were teachers, fell in love, and even played hockey.
Someone’s success in any of these areas came down to personality type (like anyone else) and having the resources to manage emotions, changed routines, black and white thinking… The list went on sickeningly like a row of Shane Hollander’s greatest hits when he was managing being a professional player and he probably owes Rose an apology. Owes his mom another thank you, because if there was anyone who made sure he got what he needed to succeed, it was her.
“Yeah, so… I think. I think I might be autistic.”
He doesn’t know when he started squeezing his eyes shut until Ilya comes over, his thumb dragging down his neck.
“Okay.”
It’s a little anticlimactic.
“That’s it?”
“What you want me to say? Alikazam?” Ilya snaps his fingers like a magic trick. “And now you are autistic.”
“It’s alakazam,” Shane corrects, irritated. “And go fuck yourself.”
So rude. This fucking asshole, calling Shane autistic to his face so easily and unbothered. Alakazam… Shane huffs a low laugh, curling his body into his fiance as he waits out the overmuchness of his own feelings. Stupid. Alakazam is accurate somehow, for how, with a snap, Shane feels released from an invisible cage of anxiety. He was so afraid that he might be autistic that he was building list of hellish condemnation and suffering tailor made by his brain for his brain, cementing a certitude that autism as the worst possible thing. But now he and Ilya have both said it aloud and the terror of autism crumbled into simplicity. Into mundanity. Into okay. Into Ilya’s swift acceptance and obligatory crass joke.
Into just a word, a thing so many people are.
Ilya’s brow furrows, he kisses Shane’s mouth. “Are you okay?”
Yes. No. All of the above. He can't explain the anxiety cage, so he goes for his pettiest complaint. “It’s fucking bullshit to be figuring this out so late. I’m forty-eight. Wasn’t anyone going to tell me I was probably autistic?” He dreads to think of how many people, like Rose, maybe thought that he already knew.
“I think… is part of you. Did not always see it as being something else. Is just how you are.” Which, Ilya is so fucking in love with him it is a little disgusting. Ilya squeezes him and picks up the book, skimming the page and then pausing with his finger on one sign, lips pursed.
“What?”
“Maybe also this one? Not something I noticed, but Marleau has commented on it—”
Shane glances over. Flat affect and voice. Is Ilya fucking kidding him?
“My voice isn’t fucking flat!”
Ilya raises an eyebrow, and okay, Shane can kind of hear the way his voice doesn’t exactly go up or down. Jesus fucking Christ. Is this something he’s going to notice about himself now? How is he going to do meetings knowing that apparently he fucking drones on and on?
He rubs his eyeballs. “Maybe my parents were right, it doesn’t even help to know.”
“Nothing helped?” Ilya pokes, because he knows Shane is lying. “Will never have to eat another bad food again. And is good to say so people know you are not picky. Is neurological. They judge you for it, but they should not. And you understand yourself better. Is what this is about.”
Funny, Shane thought he was doing this for Ilya. For the other people in his life… But when Shane read the stories from people who were successful in the book, it had soothed something in him. He saw himself in them, in the exacting nature of their thinking, their blunt honesty. And beyond the success, there was even happiness. A full life, the kind that Shane always hoped for, because they learned they were autistic and found new metrics to measure themselves. A new format to thrive in.
Shane, obviously, can't do that. His goals are too complex and the nature of the field too intolerant of difference, but maybe small areas in his interpersonal life could be improved and better understood through the label of autism. Maybe when he and Ilya fought, Ilya will know without Shane saying that he doesn't mean to be difficult. If Shane had understood his neurodivergence earlier, maybe he could have integrated it into his life fully... That thought isn't quite comfortable either.
He tries to imagine a world where he got the diagnosis when he was seven. Would his coach have said something to the other boys about including him? (Would it have even helped?) Would his particular game process and robotic-like playing have been treated as such teasing fodder? He’d cried so much until puberty hit and he found a wall to put his tears behind, but until then he had to force himself to play through the tears, to make the shot so no one cared he was an unsociable, robotic, crybaby.
Would they have accepted his idiosyncrasies?
Would they have let an autistic be captain?
Sorry not autistic— an autistic, gay, half Asian.
Fucking ridiculous.
There is bitterness in his mouth, and Ilya hums. Leans forward and kisses Shane sweetly. He doesn’t seem to find the bad taste on his tongue. Instead, Ilya pats Shane gently on the back.
“I will change. We can have an early night.” Ilya looks at Shane with that arched brow, asking if he’s okay. Shane swallows hard, nods. Of course he’s okay. Obviously. This stuff isn’t anything real or bad just… Just…
Ilya totters his head, maybe thinking we will work on it as he turns and heads into the bedroom.
Shane turns back to the sauce he was whisking together. Tamari and a little olive oil, a dash of honey for Ilya’s. He wants to stop thinking about autism, but his mind spins, relentless.
It’s not like Shane never knew autistic people. He used to do outreach for kids all the time. They would come by with their special needs schools or with their independent tutors and Shane might spend half an hour as captain showing off the facilities. He remembers one teen boy was quiet, taking in everything with eyes that darted to only the odd places. Whether he even enjoyed the hockey tour, Shane had no idea. Yet, at the end pulled out the single biggest hockey trading card binder collection from his backpack and shoved it at Shane to sign 36 different cards from his seasons. Another girl was so chatty that Shane could barely get a word in, smile spread huge over her face, laughing loudly and correcting his tour with blunt pleasure. They’d bantered about who was right about certain Metros hockey facts, and it was different to how he spoke to other people, but not bad. Privately, he thought her one of the most joyful people he'd ever met, as if it had never occured to her to be anything but boldly herself.
Shane liked spending time with the kids, but even the nicest player on the team would say, after, christ, they are awkward. This was charity. Outreach. An assignment to complete.
There was a buzzing, anxious awareness Shane had about himself when other players said that kind of thing. That Shane himself was awkward, sometimes. Off.
The autistic kids hadn’t always been aware of it though.
Shane has that sickening fear, like when Ilya explained that gaydar was real. That maybe Shane has been humored for a long time.
Does Ilya see him like those kids? Does he pity him and the things he doesn’t see? A worse thought, will he now start pitying Shane now? Ilya didn’t suspect any of this autism stuff before Shane brought it up, but now he could connect Shane to others, to those awkward kids. To a mental difference. Neurodivergent.
Shane’s eyes bore into the shadowed hallway to their bedroom, as if willing Ilya’s thoughts to pass through the walls into him.
He has to know, suddenly. He must know what Ilya really thinks.
Shane rinses his hands, dries them. He pads down the hallway to the open door. Ilya is halfway through changing, flipping a shirt inside out to wiggle into. He stops when Shane enters.
Shane carefully slides Anya outside the door and shuts it. Looks up at Ilya.
“Sweetheart?”
Shane goes to Ilya and drops to his knees, feeling the sting against his kneecaps and joints. It’s a nice ache, almost, grounding. He leans into it, feeling flush. He has to look silly, a grown man in his slacks tottering closer, but Ilya’s breath only gets deeper as Shane reaches out. Shane’s hands wrap around to Ilya’s back, feeling the burr of his back hair and following the trail dipping down to the crest of his plump ass in jeans. Shane presses his face against the front of Ilya’s zipper. Ilya inhales sharply, brightly.
“Shane?”
Shane glances up at him, as if daring him to say something more, some pitying, are you sure? Are you okay? To look at him any differently or less.
Shane feels like he might cry if Ilya does anything less than treat him the same. Wonders, suddenly if he should he have let Ilya jerk Shane off when he was depressed. Was Shane pitying Ilya then? Not respecting his autonomy?
If this autism thing has ruined the bright burning thing that first sparked their relationship Shane will perish. He has to know what Ilya thinks, and he has to know in a way that doesn’t lie— in the body.
He looks up, expectantly, anxiously. Ilya’s eyes are dark burning holes, his lips wetting.
“Is embarrassing to have deputy commissioner on his knees all the time.”
Fuck. Shane presses his open mouth to the denim, imagines he can smell Ilya through the thick cloth. His knees hurt from the crawling, a stinging feeling growing into an uncomfortable numbing sensation. He likes it so much.
Ilya unzips his pants, revealing the black of his underwear. Ilya’s beringed hand goes to Shane’s face, it's twisted while he was changing and the tiger's eye embosses itself into Shane's cheek. Ilya guides Shane against his underwear and Shane can feel the coarse pubic hair springing up against the fabric, poking through in odd places against the smooth planes of his forehead and nose. The heat and rank smell of Ilya’s cock after a long day of work in his office and on the ice. Making his players run for him and skate hard and love the sport the way he had.
“You know in a few months it will be May. You will be 49 and you will still be on your knees for me,” Ilya says. Shane nuzzles him, feeling the hardness against his face. “A month after that, it will be June and you will be on your knees as my husband.”
Shane moans, tries to draw back to breath but Ilya presses him harder into his crotch, into the dense darkness of fabric and smell and sex.
“And a year after that? You will be my fifty-year-old husband. And guess what? You will still be on your knees, sucking my cock so good.”
Shane groans, he’s never been so fucking hard, but Ilya makes him feel that way constantly. His face feels wet and he buries the tears in the cloth, in Ilya’s hardness.
“And when I’m commissioner?”
Ilya lowers his underwear, letting his cock out and it perks up against Shane’s face, warm and familiar. Shane presses the erection against Ilya’s warm, hairy stomach, and takes it into his mouth.
“You know,” Ilya says, groaning. Shane sucks. He does know.
Shane will be here. Yes, Shane will be autistic, is autistic. Now and for years after. He will be Ilya's just the same, (also now and for years after). This man who could not see the difference between Shane and autistic tendencies, understood they were the same. Shane feels it to be true in every warm, familiar touch. That this life is still his.
Shane pops off, and Ilya helps him stand, raising him up and kissing him like he knows how silly Shane is about these things, how demanding he is of proof even if he won't ask for it explicitly. As if he doesn't know the ex's in Shane's life that have accused him of never telling them what he needed and manipulating them into sex to take what he wanted to self-soothe.
Ilya only sighs, his face affectionate. I will give to you, I will fuck you anyway, silly man, it says. I'm happy to prove anything.
Shane staggers on numb legs, weak kneed from love most of all, and lets Ilya maneuver him back outside to the hallway. Is he wanting sex on the couch?
Ilya steps away to put Anya on the balcony, and then turns and eases Shane up against the glass table.
“Ilya, please. Please, we were in the bedroom. Why can’t we use the bed?”
“You look good on the table. Nice expensive glass.”
Shane makes an irritated sound. Ilya raises an eyebrow. “What? You don’t like because you keep thinking about me fucking you when we eat? That is not my fault, is it? Take that off.”
“Tables aren't meant for this, asshole.” Still, Shane strips while Ilya gets the lube from their miscellaneous drawer.
"Ours is." The glass is cold against Shane’s back when Ilya picks his hips off the floor, splays him across like something fit for display. Ilya lubes up and draws an oily fingers inside, over Shane’s walls with long, deliberate drags. Careful, too careful.
“Fuck you,” Shane says. "I'm replacing it with a two seater." It’s worth it for the hard way Ilya pushes his cock into him, all at once, sending the breath from his lungs.
“You're bigger on the table this time. Two person table will break, you are too heavy with muscle. Huge fucking jock commissioner breaks table,” Ilya says, like a headline, hovering over Shane as he starts his steady, awful pace. Shane’s legs kick out but there’s nowhere to get friction as they dangle in the air. The best he can do is wrap around Ilya and pull him in, closer, ever closer. Ilya groans, thrusts in like he can erase Shane's doubts with enough will.
Shane feels like the table might shatter at any moment just like him. Alakazam.  
Ilya comes and braces himself hard on the glass, seeking some deeper place in Shane as he hitches his hips up the last few, rabbiting times. Ilya’s hand, still half oily from the lube, lands on Shane’s cock and in moments he’s spilling quickly in the dark place between their bodies. Ilya lays on Shane afterwards, dragging his navel and limp cock over the puddle of come. Shane shivers, overstimulated. It’s bliss. Wonderfully heavy… but also.
“Get off, we’re going to break it.”
“Your super expensive table is strong enough for us both. No need for tiny table.” Ilya kisses Shane’s neck, his breathing heavy and smooth. Ilya swears fondly in Russian. “When we live together, I think you may kill me. Welcome home every day like this. Is very dangerous for the heart.”
“It’s good exercise,” Shane says, but his mind is starting to wander and his face feels too hot.
Like fucking on the money, or the first time they fucked on this table, Shane feels very silly afterwards. The feeling is compounded by his getting on his knees just to know whether Ilya still wanted to fuck him. What is wrong with him? They had to make dinner still. This is not the rational reaction to finding out you’re probably autistic. Why is Shane like this?
“You should walk Anya. I’ll start cooking.” Shane wriggles out from under Ilya. He feels even more foolish being naked in his open plan dining room (again). Fuck, but he feels like a fucking deviant.
“Come here.” Ilya reels a reluctant Shane in, pulls him close and examines his eyes. Shane doesn’t know what he sees, but they feel wet. Ilya kisses his silly face anyway. “We should both shower, first, hm? Anya can wait. She is a good girl.”
Ilya washes Shane with the same tenderness and shameless groping as always. It’s endlessly reassuring.
 
And next weekend, Shane finds Ilya with a book, Dating on the Spectrum, a sheepish grin quirked on his lips. “My therapist suggests it is a good read. Real experiences from neurodivergent people.”
Part of Shane wants to get mad, to say, you’re still just engaged to me, not some abstract autistic person, nothing has changed. But Ilya has a right to figure things out, the same way Shane can read books about dating someone depressed.
He settles stiffly in bed, determined to read a hockey biography, but Ilya makes these aggravatingly interested hums. Shane leans his biography down to peek at what’s so interesting and ends up nestled on Ilya’s big chest, chastising him for turning the pages too fast as they read the autistic and neurotypical couple experiences together.
So even if it is horrifying to read that Shane’s incessant longing for strong touch might be tied to this new shard of identity (hyposensitivity), Ilya’s hand rubbing his bicep softens the blow.
“No wonder you like hockey. Getting hit so much. And being on your knees for me.”
“Ilya.” Shane scowls, honestly flustered. Is Ilya allowed to make his autistic tendencies sexual? It doesn’t seem… kosher.
“And when I keep fucking you after you come. You make these noises—”
“Ilya!”
“What?” Ilya glances with a guileless look. His words are glib, but the hand pressing into Shane speaks volumes. I see, it says, I touch you already, now I touch you more, a little harder. How is this? When Shane draws closer to the pressure, Ilya rolls his head to rest atop Shane's, smothering Shane with the all of him. We’re doing this together, his lovely body says. We have done, and will do more. 
Ilya kisses Shane's crown pleasantly hard and flicks the page to the next chapter.
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this is three chapters stacked on top of each other in a trenchcoat the way this fic is three separate fics all under a trenchcoat. we're definitely gonna hit 100k and i am in shambles.

my tenses are so bewildered after the memory inside memory and future speak that I can only pray this makes sense. Do comment if no

i came up with 600 as a body count for Ilya as homage to sir paul mccartney who said he slept with over 600 girls during the beatles touring years... which was a four (maybe five) year span between 1962-1966. Ilya does it over a ten year span, which I think is pretty fair for his lifestyle, but this may be yet another example of truth being more absurd than fiction hahaha.

anyone who knows the (oblique and obscure and non HR) fic i am referencing alakazam from will win my gushing, undying love.

thank you for your patience. something silly this way comes.


  






  










Afterword



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








