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The Tennis Club

    by luulapants, mockspeed

      Summary

      "I don't mean to come here and freak you out," Scott said, though he knew there was no avoiding it. He'd been where they were before. It had felt like he was dying, back then. "I just don't want you to think you're the only ones, okay? There's lots of us."

Their eyes snapped to him in unison, startled and intense. Hollander croaked, "What?"

"There's over sixteen hundred guys in the MLH and AHL," he reminded them, because it had felt improbable to him when he first heard until he remembered the sheer size of the hockey world. "There's — well, we don't know how many of us there are, but there's at least seventeen of us that know each other. Plus you two. We watch out for each other."

His eyes enormous, Hollander asked, "There's, what? A secret underground gay hockey network?"

Scott shrugged. "Yeah, basically."

----

Ilya and Shane find their way into The Tennis Club, a network of closeted hockey players that hook up - so long as everyone keeps it casual. Which is no problem! They can do casual, right?



      Notes

        Am I starting a second WIP? Yes. Nobody look at me or the 14 OCs I created for this story or the two spreadsheets I'm using to keep track of them all.

Please enjoy and comment on the marvelous artwork by mock-speed who was modeling the dimensions of a tennis court at 4AM even though I literally begged her to go to sleep. She also did the coding (turn on creator's style!!), which is why it is beautiful and not whatever nightmare I would have cooked up for you.
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      Chapter 1: Hunter
  



    Chapter Notes

      Edit for new readers: this fic now includes an illustrated character guide appendix in the last chapter. The "Previously on..." section for each character will contain spoilers for later chapters and is meant for people who are up-to-date on the series, but feel free to read it if you don't mind spoilers of course!

Luulapants is the author and Mockspeed is the artist and coder. If you ask Luula about coding, she will cry. If you ask Mock about the story she will lie through her teeth and make up some CRAZY shit.

All images are hosted on Squidge, so if you're having trouble viewing them, check Squidge's socials to see if they have an outage.
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Scott was the first to clock them, which was fucking lucky, because these kids were reckless. Then again, maybe another player — someone not in the club — wouldn't have clocked anything. Would have heard Rozanov hiss, One-two-two-one, and been confused or not cared or thought it was something about their draft rankings. Or even if they had recognized it as a room number, they would have assumed it was some homophobic joke at Hollander's expense, this is where you can come blow me after I beat you. It honestly astounded Scott, sometimes, the kind of shit that went unnoticed.
He waited until he was in his hotel room that night, keeping an ear out for activity next door. Settled on his bed and unlocked the encrypted messaging app.
The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	 got a lead

	Williams
	 at ASG?? >.>

	Berggren
	 got a lead or got LAID?

	Hunter
	 lol THEY are getting laid. in the room next to mine.

	McGee
	 soooo ur texting us while u jerk it.

	Williams
	 THEY? AS IN TWOOOO?

	Lorenzo
	 please please please dear god say one is from chicago
	 or both
	 no im not gonna be greedy sorry god

	Villa
	 dude what? two guys from ALL STARS? shit this chats about to get a list as hell

	Hunter
	 can someone normal and responsible get in the chat please
	 ive never caught anyone before

	Casey
	 everyone shut up! do you know who they are?

	Hunter
	 yeah I overheard them planning to meet up earlier

	Casey
	 fuck. any chance someone else heard?

	Hunter
	 dont think so. dont think anyone else would have realized what they meant

	Villa
	 can we ask who???

	Cohen
	 no. no names until they agree to join. no outing people.

	Villa
	 got it. sorry.

	Paulsen
	 have you talked to either of them before? will you be able to hear when theyre done?

	Hunter
	 yeah, one was on my team. i can kind of hear but im trying not to perv on them.

	Williams
	 ugh so well behaved. my ear would be on the wall XD

	Paulsen
	 wait until you think they're done then knock on the door. they might be embarrassed but its better than having the talk somewhere public.
	 who here had a really good catch talk they want to share?

	Martin
	 me

	McGee
	 didnt fucking danilov catch you??

	Martin
	 yes and he did a good job. first thing he said was youre safe i wont tell anyone. let me cry a while and said he was sorry i had to deal with it by myself but i didnt need to be alone anymore. gave me hug. it was really nice.

	McGee
	 uh huh and how long before he grabbed ur ass

	Lorenzo
	 stfu micky

	Hunter
	 thanks. ill let you know how it goes.


 
Scott paced his room. Actually did pull a Williams and put his ear to the wall a couple of times when he thought they might have gone quiet. Whatever they were doing, it wasn't exactly rocking the bed, but every so often, one of them would gasp the other's name until, finally, they stopped.
Fuck. Okay, he was really doing this. Scott glanced at himself in the mirror by the door — still dressed decently from getting a drink after the game, slacks and a sweater — then took a deep breath. Stepped outside. Slid over to room 1221 and knocked.
No response.
He knocked again and, trying to make his voice heard through the door without being heard down the hall, said, "Rozanov, I know you're there."
It was another long moment before the door opened, Rozanov in sweats and a t-shirt, the comforter heaped on the floor by the bed, and Hollander not visible from the door. He looked annoyed. "What the fuck do you want, Hunter? I was jerking off."
Almost whispering, he said, "I know Hollander's here. Can I come in?"
Rozanov's eyes went hard, almost dangerous. Scott realized he recognized the expression as one he sometimes saw on the ice during a face-off. Assessing the threat.
"You're safe," he said. "I won't tell anyone." He glanced down the hallway. "But you should let me in so we can talk."
He didn't start crying, like Martin said he had, but Rozanov's throat bobbed. He stepped aside. Once the door was closed behind them, he went further into the room where Scott could see the bathroom door was most of the way shut, the light off. Rozanov slipped inside, the low murmur of his voice impossible to parse from so far away. It seemed like ages before they emerged.
Hollander looked like he was either moments from or recovering from hyperventilating, his eyes darting everywhere except at Scott, his shoulders a high, tense line and fists clenched at his sides. He walked stiffly to the end of the bed and sat, Rozanov hovering at his side.
"I don't mean to come here and freak you out," Scott said, though he knew there was no avoiding it. He'd been where they were before. It had felt like he was dying, back then. "And I'm sorry..." He stumbled on the next bit of what Martin had said, realizing that the two of them weren't actually alone in this. Scott rubbed the back of his head. "Look, I just don't want you to think you're the only ones, okay? There's lots of us."
Their eyes snapped to him in unison, startled and intense. Hollander croaked, "What?"
"There's over sixteen hundred guys in the MLH and AHL," he reminded them, because it had felt improbable to him when he first heard until he remembered the sheer size of the hockey world. "There's — well, we don't know how many of us there are, but there's at least seventeen of us that know each other. Plus you two. We watch out for each other."
His eyes enormous, Hollander asked, "There's, what? A secret underground gay hockey network?"
Scott shrugged. "Yeah, basically."
Rozanov asked, "Like a sex thing?"
Another shrug. "That's part of it, yeah. A lot of us hook up when we're in the same city."
"Seventeen?" Hollander whispered.
"Nineteen, if you're in."
Rozanov sat next to Hollander on the bed. "What does it mean, if we are in? What do we have to do? Do you tell everyone who we are?"
Scott hesitated, then grabbed the chair from the desk and pulled it in front of the bed. "I won't tell them anything unless you want in, but we all know each other's names, yeah. We all have the same secret, same shit to lose. There's a messenger we all have on our phones."
Hollander shook his head immediately. "No way. What if someone gets hacked?"
"It's safe," Scott insisted. "It's a custom program. One of the guys paid some security expert to make it. You need a password to open it every time." He hesitated. "Do you want to see?"
They both nodded.
Scott pulled out his phone and turned in his seat so they could watch him select the innocuous-looking icon, disguised as an antivirus program. When it prompted for his password, he turned it back away from them to enter it. "We all have our own password," he explained, "and you'll need the group password to join in the first place." The main chat opened.
 
The Tennis Club
	Danilov
	 you know i am in europe yes? 7 in the fucking morning my phone is going crazy

	Williams
	 dont pretend to be scary martin told us u hugged him

	Martin
	 it was nice!! i was very freaked out

	Villa
	 bro WHERE is hunter im dying here

	Berggren
	 kowalski can you not shut him up

	Villa
	 he's in stupid madison for break T_T

	Archer
	 who tf goes to wisconsin for WINTER break
	 have you kids never heard of the BEACH?

	Villa
	 shut up major league money

	Martin
	 shut up major league money

	Williams
	 shut up major league money


 
Rozanov's lips twisted into a smile as he read their stupidity.
Hollander's brows drew tight together. "Archer like Mark Archer?" he asked. "From Dallas?"
Scott pulled his phone back, shrugging with a smirk instead of confirming.
"The Tennis Club," Rozanov said.
"That's what we call it," Scott agreed. "We're all discrete, but if anyone asks why we were together, that's the cover. We all like tennis. Sometimes we play a game while we're in town. Buy a racket, make sure you know enough to bullshit your way through it."
"This is crazy," Hollander murmured. He frowned. "Okay, so we get into this secret app. We buy tennis rackets. Then, what, we just message random guys to meet up?"
Scott snorted. "There's a few rules. Obviously, you can't tell anyone. No doing stupid shit that can put people at risk. We use last names so we don't slip up and call each other first names on the ice. Everyone that's hooking up posts STD tests to the chat at least once a month. Everyone uses condoms. Try to keep it casual. And no fucking during playoffs."
"This sounds like a sex club," Hollander said, sounding queasy.
Okay, maybe it did. Scott laughed. "If you want to hook up, go for it. If you just want to spend some time with someone you don't have to hide from, that's cool, too. Not everyone is compatible."
Rozanov's brow furrowed. "Compatible?"
"Like if they're both only tops or something. Or some of the guys will be too old for you, probably."
He nodded, thoughtful, then got up and retrieved his phone from the nightstand. "I want to do it," Rozanov declared.
Hollander's eyes went wide, startled. He looked on as Scott helped Rozanov download the messenger. When it came time to tell him the password, Scott glanced at Hollander, hesitating.
"Um, if you're not..."
He pulled out his phone. "Okay," he said. "Okay, I'll do it."
   
          [image: Scott has dark tousled hair, a scruffy beard, and hazel eyes. His expression is faintly worried, but the way he glances to the side looks slightly sly. ]        
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The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	 guys meet ilya rozanov and shane hollander

	Williams
	 holy shit??
	 i mean hi. fuck. taylor williams ontario reign

	Villa
	 WOAH joe villa tucson. keith kowalskis from tucson too but hes asleep already

	Danilov
	 thank god another russian. добро пожаловать илья. kirill danilov cleveland

	Rozanov
	 кливленд команда низшей лиги?

	Casey
	 oh no were not doing that. russian goes in dms ok?

	Rozanov
	 x-p who ru mr boss man

	Casey
	 liam casey pittsburg

	Rozanov
	 oh shit u brused my ribs this fall lol

	Martin
	 oh hollander thats sick!! im on laval rocket we are neighbors!!

	Hollander
	 wait really? awesome

	Berggren
	 aron berggren minnesota

	Vrubel
	 wait did we get new people??

	Villa
	 ya scroll up where tf u been

	Hunter
	 a bunch of the guys are on vacation now or already asleep im guessing

	Williams
	 paulsen archer and mcgee went to sleep

	Hunter
	 thats dylan paulsen atlanta and henry mcgee san fran

	Williams
	 and mark archer dallas

	Hunter
	 hollander already guessed him lol

	Williams
	 kallio from vancouver is on some fuckass mountain fighting a bear. ronnie noyer brooklyn is on vacation w his family and ryan price brooklyn is probably crying about it rn

	Lorenzo
	 dude dont be a dick. also hi im in fuckass rockford illinois
	 and u forgot cohen who is in fuckass des moines iowa

	Williams
	 did he go to sleep??

	Lorenzo
	 or died in a cornfield who knows

	Vrubel
	 dominik vrubel anaheim. welcome to tennis club

	Hollander
	 sorry wait are some guys here married?

	Williams
	 <.<
	 >.>

	Rozanov
	 oh my god hollander

	Hollander
	 i'm just asking!

	Danilov
	 yes some of us and some divorced. but my wife lives in russia fucking half of moscow and probably my children are not mine so i dont feel bad.

	Casey
	 right on schedule. thank you danilov. hey did everyone hear yet about danilovs wife fucking all of moscow? i dont think everyone heard yet

	Danilov
	 how are alimony payments going casey

	Casey
	 kiss my ass


 
Pittsburgh came to town for the first game after winter break, got into town more than a day early, which meant he and Casey had plenty of time to meet up.
Casey
	Hunter
	lousy weather for tennis

	Casey
	racketball?


Which wasn't exactly what Scott was going for with his message, but Casey was always like that, needed to keep up appearances. A lot of the guys thought it was annoying, ragged on him for it. Honestly, Casey being so obsessive made Scott feel a little better about himself.
So they met up for fucking racketball at the rec center like a couple of retirees. Casey was a huge dude, a defensemen with more shoulders than he knew what to do with, medium-brown skin, a bald head, and a short, thick black beard. And he was wearing the tiniest pair of athletic shorts Scott had ever seen.
"It's called mobility, Hunter," he said, then grunted as he whacked the ball wide, sending Scott scrambling in the other direction.
"Yeah? Gonna take that wisdom to the ice any time soon? All those pads are just holding you back."
They got a little too into it for a while, until Scott remembered that he was supposed to be playing a game tomorrow and probably shouldn't blow out a knee on this. He called for a stop and grabbed his water bottle. "Fuck. You better ease off if you wanna do anything after this."
Casey let his eyes drift, very briefly. Even here in a closed-off room. He got his own water. "You, uh, get up to anything at All Stars?" he asked, playing at casual.
Scott snorted. "You mean after I scared the living shit out of two idiot kids who'd just hooked up, did I say, oh how about I join for round two?"
Though he gave a furtive glance toward the windows at the top of the room, Casey laughed. "Alright. What's your take? I haven't really talked to either of them."
"I dunno," Scott evaded. "Hard to get a read on the situation. I didn't ask how they'd figured each other out, but I'm assuming it wasn't the first time. Hollander was on my team this year, but all I really get from him is quiet and intense. A little awkward. And you've seen Rozanov's interviews."
Casey seemed to take that in, lips pressed thin. "You interested?" he asked. "A little young for you."
"Man, fuck off," Scott laughed. Casey was a year older than him.
"Eh, you're getting into that phase now. Either gotta decide to be a perv about it or start playing wise old uncle to the rookies."
"Yeah, good thing most of them have daddy issues."
Casey snorted. "You said it." He nodded toward the door. "Let's take off. Before you're too tuckered out, old man. I got plans for that ass."
 
The Tennis Club
	Archer
	 if anyone was wondering kallio is alive and he has poison ivy on his ass

	Williams
	 LOL

	Kallio
	 It's not poison ivy. I don't get poison ivy. It's poison oak.

	Berggren
	 man you guys suck. i've got another two weeks before my schedule lines up.
	 and it's with you kal so keep your ass out of the bushes til then k?

	McGee
	 if theres one thing most guys in this chat know how to do

	Paulsen
	 who's meeting up with hollander and rozanov first?

	Archer
	 im in boston in three days.

	Rozanov
	 yes we are having drinks after game. he promise not to take advantage of me because i am so young and innocent.

	Hollander
	 wow
	 Hunter is coming to Montreal and introducing me to Martin

	Martin
	 i'm so excited!!

	Rozanov
	 hunter is also old pervy man. martin you must protect hollander okay he is like little lamb

	Hollander
	 FUCK OFF

	Berggren
	 lol where is hunter anyway

	McGee
	 pittsburghs in nyc so on his back lol
	 im tivoing the game so i can see how bowlegged he skates

	Lorenzo
	 fuck it. im driving to chicago when pitts in town. idgaf it is MY turn to be bowlegged im in the fucking dick desert out here.

	Cohen
	 T_T we're playing three times this month

	Lorenzo
	 no offense but have you seen casey?


 
Scott liked Montreal. It had a similar vibe to New York, the little pockets of history squeezed between high rises, the parks and art installations and pedestrian traffic. He did not care for Montreal in the winter, though.
A Range Rover pulled up to the curb next to him and honked once. Scott opened the door with numb fingers. "About time," he muttered. "I'm freezing my balls off. Remind me why we couldn't just leave from the arena together?"
"We just played a game," Hollander said. "It would look..."
"Normal," Hunter told him. "It would look fucking normal. We just played on the same team at All Stars. We're allowed to be friends."
Hollander glanced at him as they pulled out onto the street, anxious.
"It's fine," Scott assured him. "Maybe next time we can bust out the tennis rackets, alright?"
A nod. Hollander drove with his hands at three and nine, eyes darting attentively from the road to his mirrors like Scott might take away his license.
"How far to the suburbs?"
"Ah, it's only like twenty minutes. His place is right over the river." Hollander hesitated, then glanced at him. "Haven't you met up with him when you were in town?"
Scott nodded. "Not to his house, though. Last year, he was rooming with some teammates. Our schedules only lined up once this year, and he just came to my room after my game."
Hollander went somehow more tense.
"Hey, you know we don't have to do anything tonight, right?" Scott checked. "I wasn't actually planning on it. You're a lot younger than me, and you're just meeting Martin for the first time. We'll probably just hang out."
"But isn't... I mean..." Hollander frowned. "I saw the guys talking about how their schedules line up. If we're just hanging out tonight, you and Martin probably won't have another chance to hook up this season, right?"
Scott sighed. "Yeah, and that's completely fine. I just hooked up with Casey last week and I'm seeing Paulsen next week. I'm hardly in a drought, Hollander. And Martin is great, but we're not best buddies. The AHL guys tend to have their own thing going on, you know?"
Hollander nodded.
"But, I mean, you and Martin can probably hang out a lot if you get along. He's a nice guy. Really smart." Scott could swear he saw Hollander's shoulders start to drop by increments. Maybe he was just nervous about meeting a new person. So he went on, "He plays defense. Throws gloves when he needs to — pretty good fighter from what I've heard. He's from Switzerland, a little older than you. Got drafted two years ago out of a European league."
The exhale that followed was loud in the silent car. "Sorry, I don't know why I'm being so weird about it," Hollander said. "It just feels like... like everyone in the chat has so much experience, and I..." He chewed on his lip.
Scott's brow furrowed. "But you and Rozanov?"
It was too dark to see, but he felt sure Hollander was blushing. "That was only the second time we've hooked up, and we, um. We never..."
"Oh." He understood immediately. "No anal, right?"
Hollander nodded. "He has before, but I haven't. We, um, we've talked about it, though. Doing it."
"That's fine, man," Scott assured him. "You're, what, twenty?"
"Nineteen."
"I was still a total virgin at your age. I hadn't even kissed a guy. Do whatever you're comfortable with, seriously. No one's gonna be mad if you just want to do oral. Or make out. Or nothing. Okay?"
Martin's new place was a townhouse just off the highway, one of three units in a brick-fronted building with alley parking around back. Hollander bounced on his heels beside Scott at the back door, glancing around even though it was dark and cold and nobody was looking at them. He and Casey were going to get along like a house on fire.
The door opened on a bright, wide grin with a few miscolored fake teeth. Martin's dark hair was still wet from a shower, and he'd changed into sweats. "Hi, welcome!" he greeted, not quite landing the 'w.' "Come on inside."
The house was sparse and modern, white walls and light wood floors. He had a little speaker on the kitchen counter playing wordless soft pop.
Martin hugged Scott, then turned and extended a hand to Hollander. "It's really nice to meet you in person. I've been watching Montreal, of course, so I'm a little..." He seemed to search for a word then, laughing, mumbled something Scott didn't understand.
Hollander's eyes went wide. "Parles-tu français?" he asked, and even Scott's uneducated ass knew that phrase. He shuffled off to peek around the living room while the two of them fell into conversation in French, Martin's grin getting wider by the second. He felt good about this, about the two of them having one another. Scott didn't know much about Rozanov aside from his public persona, but he couldn't think of a rougher match for a nervous deer like Hollander. Martin was nice. They could speak nice, friendly French with each other.
"I'm sorry," Martin said, looking up at Scott. "We are being rude. Come here. Do you want a beer?"
Scott had a beer. Hollander and Martin had tea. He and Martin settled on the couch, Hollander in a chair. Martin recalled his game against Utica, and Scott and Hollander debated whether or not Montreal's defense had eaten shit tonight (it had). He could see the kid's shoulders loosening as he seemed to realize that nobody was planning to whip their dick out.
"Well, of course, I'm sure you're very busy," Martin told him, "but whenever our schedules are free, I'm happy to hang out. Until now, I only get to see some of the AHL guys or when someone is playing Montreal and I am not away. My team is great — I have friends, but..." He shrugged. "It is nicer, when it is someone who knows."
Scott set a hand on the back of Martin's neck. That was what he'd been the most startled to enjoy when he first joined the club, casual affection from other men. Hockey players touched each other a lot — rough, friendly, teasing. It had always made him nothing but paranoid. He remembered the first time Paulsen set a hand on his knee and squeezed, not even flirting, just to touch. It felt like a revelation.
Hollander's eyes tracked the movement, watched Scott touching Martin curiously.
"How long are you in town?" Scott asked.
"Until the sixteenth," Martin supplied, leaning into his hand until he was practically leaning on Scott's shoulder. "And mostly home games for the next month. We were on the road all the time in the fall."
"I'm home until around then, too," Hollander said. "Let's hang out."
The 'keep it casual' rule was probably the most commonly broken rule, so Scott didn't let himself question the self-satisfaction of a match well made.
"Oh! Boston is playing here soon, right?" Martin said. "You can introduce me to Rozanov."
Hollander's face did something complicated then.
Scott almost laughed. "Oh, shit. Are you two planning to...?"
His face flushing bright red, Hollander shot Scott a glare.
Martin glanced between the two of them. "I don't want to intrude, if you have plans," he said.
"No, it's — I, um..." Hollander squeezed his eyes shut. "It's just that I haven't... we're, um, gonna..."
Scott took pity, turning to Martin. "Rozanov is gonna pop his cherry."
His eyes went wide in recognition. "Oh, wow!" he said. "No, please. You don't want too many people around for that. I will steer clear."
Hollander finally opened his eyes, but kept them fixed determinedly on the floor. "He'll probably want to meet you, though," he said.
"No, no." Martin waved both hands. "You tell him I'm busy. I'm too busy to meet him. And then after, if you want, you can come tell me how it went." He grinned.
His head ducked, Hollander glanced up and did something like smiling. "Alright. Yeah, thanks." Then, like it had only just occurred to him that he could say this, he admitted, "I'm kind of really nervous."
Martin looked like he'd just seen some kind of adorable baby animal. "Oh, we can talk about it!" he said, scooting forward on the couch so Scott's hand dropped to his lower back. "Whatever you are worried about, I promise it probably already happened to me and it's no big deal."
Hollander laughed. He looked at Scott, then at his watch. "Um, we probably shouldn't stay too late. I have a morning practice. But maybe we can meet up before the Boston game?"
"I would love this," Martin declared. His eyes slid toward Scott. "When do you leave?"
"Tomorrow. Not an early flight, though."
He shrugged. "If you stay, I can drive you back later."
Scott did want to stay. He glanced at Hollander. "You good with that?" he asked.
Looking a little flustered, Hollander nodded. His eyes flitted over them, the way Scott's hand had settled around Martin's hip. He stood up. "Yeah. Yeah, I'll let you two..."
Martin smiled and settled back against Scott's chest. "Hollander," he said. "I would invite you to stay, but I don't think you want me to."
Hollander hesitated. "Not this time," he agreed, apologetic.
"Okay," Martin agreed. "Not this time."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Thanks for reading if you got this far! The POV will alternate chapter-to-chapter between other members of The Tennis Club observing Shane and Ilya's drama from the outside.


  


      

  












      Chapter 2: Noyer
  


    Chapter Summary

    From the canceled Montreal-Boston game through the end of the regular season, 2011.



    Chapter Notes

      So it turns out these chapters are probably going to be LONG. I've decided to make each chapter in the POV of a different member of The Tennis Club, generally revolving around the progression of Hollanov's relationship but also exploring what a community like this would mean to the people in it - the good, the bad, and the ugly.







            [image: Noyer has a mousy complexion, pale blue eyes, and a long nose. He has short, tousled hair, and an easygoing expression. ]        
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A loud vibration woke him. Ronnie peeked from under the blankets, saw his phone lit up on the nightstand.
Molly shifted beside him, yawning noisily. "Is that your boyfriends?" she teased.
Ronnie smiled. "Shut up." He sat up and grabbed the phone, flipping through the notifications, which were mostly from his team. "Oh, shit. They canceled the Boston game in Montreal tonight." He caught her yawn belatedly, cracked his neck. "Blizzard. We're gonna be on standby starting tonight, fly out when there's a break long enough to plow the runways."
"Seriously?" Molly whined.
"Only thing worse than one canceled game is two," he sighed.
She wriggled over until her head was on his thigh, reaching without hesitation to massage his bad knee. "You meeting anyone in Montreal?"
Ronnie slid his fingers through her hair. "You know I can't tell you that."
"Yeah, but I can always tell after," she laughed. "And you've definitely come back from Montreal with that look on your face before."
His wife was too smart for her own good, which was why he was in this pickle in the first place. None of the club knew that she knew. Ronnie would have told her anyway that he was hooking up with guys on the road, part of their arrangement. That she knew there was a specific group — that was the fuck-up. "There's an AHL team in Montreal," he told her. "Could be anyone off any team there or any minor league team visiting."
Molly smiled up at him, her face creased from the pillow. "You're getting a little old to fuck the minor league boys, Ronnie Noyer."
Ronnie bent to kiss her. "Who are you calling old?"





The Tennis Club
	Price
	rozanov how long did they wait to say it was canceled?

	Rozanov
	too long i sit in airport for fucking hours for no reason

	Martin
	news says the snow will let up tonight but maybe will start again in the morning

	Paulsen
	i bet they stick you on a red eye just to be safe

	Noyer
	yeah and then we'll get snowed in IN montreal
	probably easier to bump our pittsburgh game a day than schedule two makeup home games for montreal tho

	Cohen
	martin hollander you ready to shack up with a senior citizen

	Noyer
	fuck off iowa

	Martin
	with four of us it could be fun!! brooklyn montreal party <3

	Berggren
	*orgy

	Lorenzo
	someday
	when we find the gay chicago players

	Cohen
	oh my god shut up I literally sucked your dick two hours ago







The front door clattered open. A shout of, "DAD?" followed by a slap of tennis shoes so distinctive Ronnie didn't have to look up from his phone to call back, "Shoes, Dex!" as he closed out of the messenger app.
The footsteps halted. An aggrieved groan. The footsteps retreated, then returned softer, sock-clad.
Dexter appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, already wearing half of his hockey gear. "Can I have some of the guys sleep over tonight?"
Ronnie leaned an elbow on the kitchen island. "Sorry, kiddo. I'm probably flying out late, and I'm not sticking your mom with all you boys on her own."
"Come on, that's not fair!" he whined.
Feeling not even an ounce of sympathy, he sighed, "Well, maybe if your teammates weren't such little shitheads, it wouldn't be a problem. Find better friends."
"You can't say stuff like that!"
Ronnie waved a hand at him. "Yeah, yeah, take it up with the union."
The sock-clad footsteps were significantly louder as they retreated again, followed by a pointed door slam. Someday soon he'd probably be shelling out for therapy about this. Ah, well. He and Molly had him young, too young, because that's what all of the other married guys on the team were doing. Because that's what you were supposed to do after you got married. They had both admitted, to each other and no one else, that they probably shouldn't have. They did their best.
He opened the app again.





Martin, Price
	Noyer
	hey I messaged hollander earlier and he hasn't responded. have you talked to him?

	Martin
	yes he is at my place but not checking the phone
	he is very bummed out about the boston game canceling :(
	we are watching some tape now

	Price
	will hanging out with us help or make it worse?

	Martin
	I think probably worse to be alone..
	don't push to hook up and if he wants to don't ask about anal

	Price
	yeah of course

	Noyer
	thanks marty. we'll see you soon.







He tapped his thumb on the edge of his phone, thinking, then opened a new chat.





Danilov
	Noyer
	hey you've been messaging with rozanov right?

	Danilov
	yes

	Noyer
	have you talked to him today?

	Danilov
	yes







He waited, staring at his phone. Got up for another cup of coffee. Looked at the message again and sighed.





Danilov
	Noyer
	hey you've been messaging with rozanov right?

	Danilov
	yes

	Noyer
	have you talked to him today?

	Danilov
	yes

	Noyer
	jesus christ man this is why everyone thinks you work for the KGB







Ronnie never sat by Ryan Price on the plane, and he always felt lousy about it. Not that Price would ask him to or that either of them thought it was a good idea. They were friendly enough that nobody questioned seeing them together but not enough to draw attention. That was how it had to work between guys on the same team, especially with them being a full decade apart. And, anyway, the best thing Price had going for him was exactly the reason Ronnie felt lousy.
Because nobody really sat with Price on the plane. Or anywhere for that matter.
The team flew them out at one in the goddamn morning, so most of the guys were asleep or trying to be, the lights low in the cabin. Peeking between the seats, Ronnie could just make out Price's hulking frame, hunched forward over a paperback novel under the reading lamp.
Ronnie was the one to catch him, but it hadn't even been a real catch because Price wasn't trying to hide. Didn't have to try, the way everyone ignored him. Ronnie looked over in a bar one night and there was Price, sitting at the end of the bar. On fucking Grindr.
Sometimes he wondered if he'd done a disservice to the kid, pulling him into the club. Sure, he had a community now, but he also actually had to stay in the closet, too. Ronnie didn't actually know if he still hooked up with guys outside of the club, but he didn't think so.





Price
	Noyer
	you should get some sleep.







He watched Price pull out his phone, the screen illuminating his face from below. He glanced back very briefly, almost smiling.





Price
	Noyer
	you should get some sleep.

	Price
	you can't make me go to sleep! you're not my real dad!

	Noyer
	if I were you'd get a spanking ;)







Ronnie didn't actually get off on the daddy dom shit, but it was the sort of thing that got Price flustered. His enormous shoulders bunched around his ears, which were probably going pink. He shoved his phone away and turned off the reading light. Good.











Normally, they would have fit a hurried meeting in before the game, but another canceled flight was an inevitability at this point, so they slept in and lingered over a late continental breakfast. From across the dining room, Price snuck Ronnie that needy, hang-dog expression he sometimes got. Five minutes after Price went upstairs, he followed. They didn't hook up when it was just the two of them in Brooklyn — Ronnie held firmer to the casual rule than most — but they had a rhythm on road trips. It was convenient, maybe a bit of pity on Ronnie's side, though he wouldn't have said so with a gun to his head. They had to be careful, of course, but guys weren't knocking on Ronnie's door at all hours of the night like they used to. No one knocked on Price's door at all.
The Scouts had a new, young captain who set an aggressive hoo-rah sort of atmosphere in the locker room. Ronnie wore the A but only in the way a historic site might wear a commemorative plaque: something great once happened here, but not so much these days.
Price never mentioned it, but he always kept them off his bad knee when they fucked before a game. It probably wouldn't have made a difference. Montreal cleaned their clocks by second period, then stood around blocking shots while time ran out.
"Alright boys," Coach declared as they sloughed off their gear, "it's official: no flight out tonight and the Pittsburgh game is bumped to Monday. Keep your phones on and try not to end up face-down in a snowdrift."
Some of the new cadre began debating the merits of trying to go out drinking in the blizzard, whether there would be any girls in the bars or if they were all staying home.
Price caught his eye across the room, then glanced at his phone. Ronnie braced his shoulders against his stall, like he was just tired, and thumbed open the app.





Hollander, Price
	Hollander
	my car is good in snow. I can pick you up on Rue Drummond at 10:30?

	Price
	thank you!

	Noyer
	see you there.







Hollander drove well, which was more than Ronnie could say about the rest of Montreal, who were careening through intersections and stalling out in snow banks like they'd never seen a Canadian winter before. He didn't turn the radio on, and between his tension and Price's perennial sheepishness, the ride began awkwardly silent.
"You and Marty getting along alright?" he tried.
"Yeah, he's really nice." No elaboration. Minutes stretched by.
"Sorry about the Boston game."
His second attempt made Hollander's shoulders creep higher, his hands going white-knuckled on the steering wheel. He cleared his throat. "Sorry about Pittsburgh," he said, like this was a standard nicety.
"Just bumped a day," Ronnie reminded him.
"Yeah, but Casey — it sounds like he's kind of popular." He sounded embarrassed to say that much.
Ronnie smiled. "Not with me," he said. "Price might be a little broken up about it. How about it, kid?"
He looked into the backseat where six feet and seven inches of muscle was trying to melt into the door behind Hollander. Price easily stretched his foot across to kick the back of Ronnie's seat. "Shut up." He'd gotten in a fight with Comeau early in the game. His lip was split and taped.
Hollander's brow creased for a second, and then his eyes went wide as he figured it out. "Oh," he said. "So you don't..."
"Bottom," Ronnie agreed. "No." He had a few times, early on, but his gut was wrecked from too many years of anti-inflammatory painkillers, and it wasn't worth navigating.
After another stretch of quiet, Hollander said, "Can I ask... about your...?" but didn't seem like he would finish.
"My wife?" Ronnie guessed. "You were worried about that when you first joined, right?"
He nodded.
"Molly is gorgeous and wonderful and the love of my life. We have an arrangement. She's allowed to sleep with women; I'm allowed to sleep with men."
"Oh. So she's — are you both bisexual?"
Ronnie hummed agreement. "She figured it out first. We had trouble getting our sex life back on track after our son was born. We had a few threesomes with women, she learned some things. She suggested inviting a man into bed, and I learned some things. Neither of us got to explore that way when we were young, so we decided to try it out. That was, like, ten years ago."
"Does she know about Tennis Club?"
"No," he lied. "She knows I'm having sex. That's all."
The next lull ended in the alley behind Martin's house.
Sleepovers weren't the norm, but nobody expected to head back downtown in that weather. They all dropped their overnight bags by the front door. Marty made cocoas for everyone but Hollander, who got tea without being asked.
"Alright," Ronnie announced as they settled into the living room. "Marty, I gotta give you the news."
Marty's face fell at once, didn't even need to hear it. "No!" he protested. "You're playing so well this year!" which was nice of him to say, but not true.
He shook his head. "Nah, kid, it's time. Molly and I have been talking about it all season. I'm getting too slow out there. We don't want to wait until I get really hurt."
"You're retiring?" Hollander asked. "How does that work?"
Ronnie joked, "I'm told there's some paperwork and then you just stop showing up to practice."
The joke didn't land. "No, I mean with the club."
Marty was pouting. Price was curled in the opposite corner of the couch, eyes fixed on the floor. He already knew, and while he hadn't said anything, Ronnie knew he wasn't taking it well.
"Club's only for active players," he said. "Once you get out, you're supposed to go be a normal fucking human. We can't live like this forever."
"Like what?" Hollander asked.
Price answered, barely more than a mumble, "In the closet."
Marty said, "Can you hang on through the summer, though? It's not official until next season, right?"
Ronnie offered him a smile. "Nah. I'm already the old guy in the club. I don't need to be hanging on like that. It's not how we do it."
He looked around the room, realizing just how far removed from the three of them he was. Price was the oldest, twenty-four, and he'd been caught less than a year ago. Martin was twenty-two, in for less than two. And then Hollander, fresh as a fucking daisy.
"None of you were in when the last of us retired," he realized.
Hollander frowned. "How many guys have retired out of the club? Do you even know?"
That made him laugh. "Uh, yeah. Yeah, I'm the last of the originals. 2002, that's when it started. We weren't doing it on cell phones back then. We'd call each other on the fucking landline over the summer, plan it all out before the season started. Paper calendars with code words." Just describing it made him feel a million years old. "There were six of us to start, all east coast MLH."
Marty leaned forward, eyes fixed on him over the lip of his cocoa.
Ronnie racked his memory, tallying the names. Louis Pahlke had played for Jersey. First guy he ever sucked off. One of the best friends he ever had. They had barely talked since he retired three years ago. "Eight retired," he concluded. "A bunch of them went in one season, 2007. I'll be number nine."
Hollander had a far-off sort of look, like maybe it had never occurred to him that there was history here, that there had always been faggots on the ice and always would be. He hoped the realization did him good.
Letting out a loud huff, Marty set his cocoa down and declared, "Well, if it's the last time I see you, stop making me sad!" He stood from his chair and crossed the room to crawl right into Ronnie's lap, knees bracketing his hips and hands braced on either side of his head. Their lips met slow and hungry, Ronnie's hands settling at the small of his back.
On the other side of the room, a noisy inhalation. Hollander, he figured, but was too fixated on the way Marty sucked his tongue. He didn't screw around with all of the younger guys, but Marty had no reservations about it. He was a little taller than Ronnie, so when he tugged the kid's head back by his shaggy brown hair, it was easy to lean in and start in on his neck while one of his hands stole under the back of Marty's sweater, traced up his spine.
Beside them on the couch, he felt Price shift, but instead of moving closer — they'd done that before — he got up.
Ronnie looked up and saw Price moving to the chair next to a visibly flustered Hollander. He nudged Marty's hip. "We can go to the bedroom," he suggested.
"Um, you don't — that's —" Hollander stammered.
Marty twisted in his lap, looking back at them. "Unless you two want to get a room?" he asked as if earnestly curious, as if the panicked widening of Hollander's eyes, glancing nervously at Price, wasn't the only reaction they could have expected.
"Oh, um," he said.
Price smiled, but it was a subdued thing. "You guys should go," he agreed.
Climbing off his lap, unselfconscious about the obvious erection tenting his sweats, Marty said, "Hollander, you can just hang out, of course, but..." He glanced at Price. "Remember, you didn't post your blood tests to the chat yet, okay?"
Hollander's face went bright red.
Then Marty took Ronnie by the hand and dragged him to his bedroom. They had only had a handful of opportunities to hook up since Marty joined the club, but they were both less inhibited than some of the other guys, compatible enough in what they liked. Marty sucked his cock languorously and called it a retirement present, but stopped before he came so Ronnie could eat him out and fuck him. As last times went, it was a pretty damn good one.
Curled up together after, Ronnie checked the time on his phone. Just after midnight. His stuff was still by the front door. "You think they're asleep yet?" he asked. There was only one guest room, so unless Price and Hollander had gotten friendlier after they broke off, someone would probably be on the couch. Out of habit, he unlocked the app.





The Tennis Club
	Hollander
	  http://dropbox.c…shollander_testresult_20110125.pdf

	Berggren
	!!!!!

	Rozanov
	what is this what does this mean

	McGee
	LOL

	Kowalski
	its test results like for stds

	Williams
	omg ok which of the three do we think it is? or all three?? O___O

	Rozanov
	hollander is not having orgy he would pass out

	McGee
	roz youre literally so funny

	Lorenzo
	leave him alone we all post test results

	Berggren
	ya because we all fuck

	McGee
	okay sound off
	martin? price? noyer? anyone there?

	Williams
	the silence is DEAFENING







Ronnie grinned and tipped the phone for Marty to see. He put a hand over his mouth, stifling a laugh. "Oh my god," he whispered.
He tugged his underwear back on, then slipped into the hallway. The living room lights were still on, but the room was empty, the door to the guest room shut. Alright, Price.











The next morning, he was the second to wake, Hollander already sitting at the kitchen counter with a mostly-empty cup of tea at his elbow, phone propped against the coffee tin. He looked up at Ronnie, owl-eyed like he'd been caught doing something wrong. "Oh. Um, hi."
Ronnie smirked. "Good night?"
Hollander flushed and covered his face. "Oh my god."
Not sure how it would be received, he came up and ruffled the kid's hair. "Relax. No one's gonna tattle to your mom."
"Everyone in the chat was joking about it," he lamented. "They think we had an orgy."
"Yeah, they're a bunch of idiots," Ronnie snorted. "And probably jealous because they weren't getting any last night." He went for the coffee maker. Once he had it gurgling its way to life, he glanced at the back window, a sea of white outside it. "What's the damage out there?" he asked.
"Pretty intense," Hollander admitted. "It only started to let up around six, so it'll probably be a few hours before the main roads are clear."
Ronnie frowned. "How early were you up?"
A shrug, sheepish. Then, "I'm not really used to, uh, sharing a bed with someone."
"Not to mention sharing a queen size with Price," he figured. "Guy isn't exactly compact."
Hollander laughed. He chewed his lip. "Does this all just feel normal to you?" he asked.
Ronnie actually stopped to think about it, tried to remember the awkward fumblings of the early years, getting used to sleeping with men, sleeping with people that weren't Molly. "What's normal anyway?" he settled on, but Hollander didn't look settled by that response.
He poured himself a coffee, then sat on the other stool at the counter. "Look, sex is what you make of it, and different people need different things from it. For the gay guys in the club, this is basically the only way they get to connect to someone in that way. At least, the only way they can do it and feel safe. For me..." He shrugged. "Technically, I could just sleep with my wife. I could just ignore this part of me and live like a straight guy. And, you know, part of me feels like if I didn't have to be closeted, if I could come out and tell people who I really am, I would be happy to have sex with nobody but her. But the way things are, having to hide this..."
Hollander's eyes were fixed on the counter, his face its usual blank mask. He said, "This is the only way you can tell people who you are."
"Yeah. This is how I can express it."
His fingers twisting the strings of his hoodie in a restless rhythm, Hollander looked at him, a new flush hiding under his spray of freckles. "Um, I don't really want to do anything else, but would it be weird if I kissed you?"
He was cute, Ronnie reflected. Too baby-faced for his tastes these days, but objectively a beautiful person and there was something deeply endearing about his uncertainty. "No," he replied. "We can do that."
Hollander tipped toward him, and it was a startlingly innocent brush of lips, barely anything. Ronnie didn't push for more, just wrapped a hand around Hollander's elbow to hold him steady. The kiss brushed just the slightest bit deeper, barely a hint of a tongue against his lips, and then he pulled back. Hollander's dark eyes flicked over his face.
Behind them, one of the bedroom doors creaked open. Hollander pulled back, smiling softly to himself.





Archer
	Noyer
	alright so what's the read on rozanov?

	Archer
	being a teenager is a medical condition

	Noyer
	woof. that bad?

	Archer
	hes fine. bit of a showboat, kinda rude
	doesn't know how to relax
	i dont think his english is as good as he pretends it is

	Noyer
	you didn't fuck him did you?

	Archer
	nah
	mcgee probably did







McGee
	Noyer
	alright so what's the read on rozanov?

	McGee
	i like him
	we hit some clubs

	Noyer
	of course you did

	McGee
	stfu gramps we both have a reps for partying its fine
	blowjob prodigy too if hockey doesnt work out for him







Four sharp knocks on the door of the apartment. Price looked up from his perch in front of the stove.
"I got it," Ronnie called, easing off the couch.
Rozanov had a beanie pulled low, a bulky winter coat obscuring him further. Good, Ronnie thought. Cautious. Safe. He waved the kid inside.
"Wow," he said in place of a greeting. "Does somebody live here?"
Price's apartment was a little depressing. Nice enough, modern fixtures, cozy but not small for this part of Brooklyn. But it was barely furnished. No pictures on the walls, no personal touches. A bland black leather sofa, a matching chair. A TV on the wall. There wasn't even a rug.
"Nice to meet you, too," he snapped, because he could see the way Price's eyes averted, ashamed.
"Ah, sorry," Rozanov said, though he didn't sound it. He stuck his hand out to shake, then turned toward the kitchen area, eyeing Price. "This is your place?"
Price nodded. "Yeah. I only transferred this year."
"Nashville, right?"
"Yeah. You can hang your coat up," Price offered.
Rozanov backtracked to the closet by the front door and returned in a long-sleeve t-shirt. "So this must be convenient, you two in same city," he commented. "And with Hunter, too. Sounds like a party."
"It's easier," Ronnie allowed. "But I'm usually spending time with my family when I'm home."
Price asked, "Do you want a beer? The food's almost ready."
Rozanov had a beer. There was something performative in his posturing, every bit of conversation landing like he was probing for soft spots. Price looked faintly miserable, and it already seemed clear that nobody was getting laid tonight.
Finally, Rozanov found his way, as if he hadn't been circling it all night, to, "How was Montreal?"
Ronnie glanced at Price, hoping he understood what this was all about, too. "Snowy," he said, playing dumb. "Did they fix the reschedule fuckery?"
His head tipped side-to-side as he chewed. "Sort of. Moved the Ottawa back so there are only three in a row and Vancouver is afternoon now. We will probably do some call-ups from Providence." He hesitated, took a sip of his beer. "Won't be enough time for visiting, probably."
Price murmured, "Sorry."
Rozanov's eyes darted up to him, sharp, and if he really went at Price, Ronnie might have to fight him. "Sorry why?" he demanded.
"You and Hollander..." he said, seeming to lose confidence as he spoke. "It seemed like..."
"Did he say something?" God, he was transparent.
Noyer cut in. "Martin said he was disappointed."
Gnawing on the edge of his fingernail, Rozanov nodded. "But you met with him, yes?"
"We did." Ronnie met his eye, stared back evenly. He knew damn well what the kid desperately wanted to ask, but he wasn't going to give it to him, especially not when it would put Price on the firing line.
Rozanov looked like he was devising a new offensive strategy. "He and Martin seem friendly."
Ronnie snorted. Couldn't help himself. Leaned back in his chair and let himself laugh.
"What?" Rozanov demanded.
"You fucked McGee," he said.
His eyes went round. Shifting from offense to defense, "What?"
He repeated, "You fucked McGee. So whatever this is, this weird little jealous tantrum? Fuck off about it, alright? Hollander can hook up with whoever he wants."
Looking utterly caught out, Rozanov clenched his jaw and glowered at the empty serving bowl in the middle of the table. "I didn't fucking say anything," he mumbled.
"Sure."
Price, fucking sweetheart Price, offered, "He's really nice. I can see why you like him."
"He's fine," Rozanov dismissed. "He's good hockey player. Boring, though."
"Uh-huh."
He didn't stay long. Made some noise about morning practice, though it was only eight o'clock. Thanked Price for dinner, which was more than Ronnie had expected, then left.
Price stared at the door after he'd left. "That was..."
"Yeah," Ronnie agreed.










Kallio, Price
	Kallio
	I am meeting with Rozanov this week. Do you think he's too young for me?

	Noyer
	I think that's not even the first problem with him.

	Kallio
	What do you mean? Does he only bottom?

	Noyer
	wouldn't know. McGee is the only one that's fucked him

	Price
	his personality is a little difficult

	Noyer
	which is price talk for 'shithead'

	Kallio
	He likes McGee though?

	Noyer
	we were bound to find at least one person that does

	Price
	i think he was just upset about missing hollander

	Noyer
	I say fuck him and try not to talk too much







Hunter's apartment was gorgeous, and while it was stupidly far from the Admirals' stadium, it was at least convenient from Brooklyn. If someone else was in town and the Scouts and Admirals were both at home, Hunter would usually host. Ronnie almost never visited on his own.
"Alright," he said as he poured Ronnie a second glass of bourbon. "You've been avoiding the topic for two hours. You're officially freaking me out." He passed the glass over and sat on the other end of the couch. "What's going on?"
Now or never, then. Ronnie leaned forward, an elbow on his knee. "I wanna give you admin control over the messenger."
Hunter's eyes went wide. "Shouldn't it be Paulsen?" he asked. He was the next oldest.
Ronnie shook his head. "No, the fewer times it changes hands, the better. Paulsen is only a few years from retirement, probably. Vrubel might hang on a while longer, but he's not as careful as you." He reached over to squeeze Hunter's knee. "I've thought about it. You're the steadiest hand."
Letting out a slow breath, Hunter nodded. He looked like some of Ronnie's teammates had looked the first time they held Dexter as a baby.
"It's really not that big a deal," he reassured. "You're the only one that can revoke someone's access. You get the contact information for the developer. You'll kick me out at the end of the season."
Hunter almost pouted. "That sucks," he said.
Ronnie shrugged a shoulder. "Someone's gotta do it."
"I think I'm gonna miss you," he admitted.
With a smile, Ronnie set his drink aside and tugged Hunter over to straddle his lap. Didn't play coy — got himself a good handful of ass. "Yeah, well, when you retire, you can hit me up."
"Does that mean I get your number?" Hunter asked, lifting an eyebrow.
He laughed. "Yeah. Don't go spreading it around though."
Hunter ducked forward, pressing their mouths together with a soft hum of satisfaction. "We never get to hook up when you're here," he murmured.
"Special occasion." Ronnie slipped his hands under the waistband of Hunter's sweats and briefs, fingertips pressed into warm skin. "You want something, Hunter?"
Their hips rolled together, just feeling out the state of things, which was developing. Definitely on its way. "Fuck me," he breathed.
They didn't even get off the couch. Hunter always stashed lube and condoms in the drawer of the coffee table. Ronnie fingered him until he swore and threatened not to let Ronnie fuck him if he came too soon, and when he finally rolled Hunter onto his stomach and pressed into him, he made the sweetest, most broken-open noise. They would see each other again before the season was out, but probably not one-on-one like this. This was probably the last time it could be like this, needy and unhurried and fucking loud — Hunter almost shouted when his arms gave out from under him and the angle changed. He braced against the arm of the couch and huffed, "Fuck, don't stop. Right there. Fuck, Noyer, fuck."
There was no excuse for staying the night. Not so close to Brooklyn. They lay tangled on the couch for a long while, undressed except for their socks.
"Okay. I gotta show you the fucking app thing," Ronnie sighed.
Instead of sitting up, after Ronnie had fished his phone out of his discarded pants, Hunter dragged him back down and pulled the throw blanket off the back of the couch on top of them. "Alright," he said. "Show me."





Archer, Berggren, Casey, Danilov, Paulsen, Rozanov
	Danilov
	okay who has tips for fucking virgins

	Archer
	???

	Rozanov
	боже мой, я же не говорил писать всем подряд!

	Danilov
	okay but only virgin i ever fucked was my wife and she was probably lying about it

	Casey
	jesus fucking christ

	Rozanov
	что случилось с российским кодексом секретности!!

	Danilov
	learn from your elders, child

	Archer
	not that everyone doesn't already know who we're talking about but have you tried talking to HIM about it??

	Rozanov
	it is not a big deal i dont know why he did this. i fucked virgin once but i was also virgin
	it is different i think

	Noyer
	gonna take that as a 'no' archer

	Paulsen
	go slow, check in a lot

	Berggren
	eat him out first it's polite

	Paulsen
	if you're comfortable with that! it's okay if you're not.

	Berggren
	but everyone has a better time if you do

	Noyer
	nerves will probably mean it takes him longer to come so jerk off an hour before so you can last long enough

	Archer
	oh that's good

	Casey
	goddamn noyer showing all of us up

	Berggren
	parting wisdom.... RIP we will miss you :'(







Boston came to New York for an afternoon game a few days after Montreal played in Boston and, presumably, after Shane Hollander cashed in his v-card. Ronnie was tempted to skip meeting up, given the last time, but Price wanted to see if the Hollander thing had chilled him out.
He ended up bailing on it anyway, last minute. Dexter had some of his shithead hockey friends over late the night before, and on his way to tell them to turn off the video games and go to bed, Ronnie paused outside his bedroom and listened:
"Take that, you fucking cocksucker!"
Whatever game they were playing, it involved a lot of shooting and explosions.
"Bro, where are you?" That was Dexter.
"I'm, like, totally boxed in, dude."
"Don't be a faggot, get out here and help us!" Dexter yelled.





Price
	Noyer
	you don't have to meet up with him if you don't want

	Price
	it's okay i talked to kallio again and he said he's fine if you just want to fuck

	Noyer
	okay well if he's a dick, kick him out. you don't have to put up with that shit.

	Price
	don't worry about me!! good luck with dex tonight







"So, Dex, there's something your dad and I want to talk to you about," Molly broached, because she was the brave one when it came to things like this. He squeezed her knee under the table.
Dexter was still shoveling dinner into his mouth like it was a race. Probably was, to him. The sooner he could finish eating, the sooner he could go to his room and be free of them.
"I overheard you and your friends saying some stuff last night that I really didn't like the sound of," Ronnie said, steeling his nerves.
"What?" Dexter went owl-eyed.
"Listen, I know how guys talk in the locker room. Believe me, I know. Cocksucker, faggot... I've heard it all. That doesn't mean you need to be saying it, too."
Dexter's shoulders hunched. "It's not a big deal," he protested. "It's not like we're saying it to a gay guy or something. It's just like cursing, and you never get mad about that."
Molly pushed her plate forward and folded her arms on the table. "There's something you should know before you go around saying things like that in this house." Then, like it was easy, she said, "I am bisexual. I love your father, but I'm not straight. So when you say things like that, it offends me."
Their son's brow creased, like he was processing it.
Molly glanced at Ronnie, and something in her gaze looked like permission, an out. He loved her for offering.
He cleared his throat. "And I am, too."
That seemed to really floor Dex. His mouth dropped open as he glanced between the two of them. "Are you serious?" he asked.
Ronnie set a hand on Molly's arm. "Yep. It's not safe for me to say publicly, because of how things are in the hockey world. I could get targeted by other players. I could lose my spot on the team. But I want you to know because you're going into that world, too, and I don't ever want you treating the guys on your team the way I've seen people get treated."
There were a lot of questions. Awkward ones. Some to which the answer was, that's really none of your business, kiddo and others which neither of them had the social competency to answer with any depth. Were they choosing to live normally? Did it really matter when they were married to each other?
By the time it was done, it was going on ten at night and they were all exhausted. Dex retreated to his room. Molly declared that she needed a bath. Ronnie opened his phone.





Price
	Noyer
	how's it going?

	Price
	i was right!! he was in a bad mood before
	he was NOT in a bad mood tonight

	Noyer
	lmao that good?

	Price
	he lasted ages. i think he must have jerked off before he came over?







February gave away to March in a haze of road trips, injuries, and exhaustion. They were home again, gearing up for practice ahead of the last cross-town game of the season when the coach stuck his head into the locker room and called, "Price?"
He couldn't have said what it was about the tone, the posture, the moment. Something sunk in Ronnie's gut. When the captain raised an eyebrow at him on his way out to the ice, Ronnie waved him off. "I'm gonna hang back," he said. "See what that's about."
They emerged maybe ten minutes later. Price's face was completely shut down. His hands were shaking. His eyes snapped to Ronnie, then away. They had to be careful here.
"What's going on?" he asked. Their coach was looking on, his face a mask of indifference.
"Tampa," Price said, almost a whisper.
"Shit." Ronnie wanted to hug him, offer him some sort of comfort. All he could say was, "I'm sorry."
Price said, "I have to go pack."
"Can I — can some of us come help later, maybe?" he asked.
The coach shook his head. "He's on a flight this afternoon."
So he offered Price — Ryan — the guy he'd been fucking regularly for the whole season — he offered him a handshake. "It's been a pleasure playing with you," he said.
Ryan shook his hand with a watery smile. "Yeah," he murmured. "You, too."
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	Noyer
	well, I kind of wish I could go out on a better game than that
	but what the fuck are you gonna do? it's philly.

	Villa
	brutal dude. they didn't even need the points why did they do you like that T__T

	Martin
	wait is this it?? you can still wait through summer!!

	Archer
	im gonna miss you old man

	Kowalski
	bro last of the OGs

	Lorenzo
	end of a fucking era

	Hollander
	it was nice getting to know you

	Paulsen
	i can't believe you're sticking me as the oldest in the club... love you, man.

	Casey
	yeah, seriously. love you.

	Danilov
	what are you going to do with your freedom?

	Noyer
	do you old timers remember Louis Pahlke?

	Kallio
	Yes, of course.

	Noyer
	he gave me his number before he retired. I think I'll track him down.

	Vrubel
	tell him i say hi

	Berggren
	give him a blowie for me

	Hunter
	god i cant believe youre making me do this. hang on as long as you want tho

	Noyer
	I'll let you know







Price
	Noyer
	promise you're gonna stick up for yourself, alright?

	Price
	promise. thank you for everything <3

	Noyer
	love you
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	Williams
	cant beLIEVE im crying over ronnie noyer rn T___T

	Cohen
	good luck man

	Rozanov
	yes good luck

	Noyer
	alright Hunter, pull the plug.
	see you around, boys







His phone vibrated once in his hand. A pop-up notified him that he no longer had permission to view the chat. Ronnie backed out of it, and all of his message threads were gone. Empty. He let out a slow breath and deleted the app. He set his phone down.
Ronnie sat alone in a hotel room in Philadelphia, like a hundred he'd sat in before. It had been a long time since one felt so empty. Tomorrow, he'd fly back home. The team would probably have a few parties to watch the playoffs. Maybe he'd catch one of the Admirals' home games with Dex.
He picked up his phone again.





Louis Pahlke
	Ronnie Noyer
	hey it's ronnie noyer. you said to hit you up when I retired.

	Louis Pahlke
	Jesus has it been that long already? How you doin, beautiful?

	Ronnie Noyer
	I honestly don't know lol
	I was thinking about taking a trip to Jersey soon

	Louis Pahlke
	I think that's a great idea.









      

  












      Chapter 3: Cohen
  


    Chapter Summary

    From the end of the regular season 2011 and into the summer.



    Chapter Notes

      Warning: there are some semi-flippant suicide jokes in this chapter.
Adding a little bit of context:
The Calder Cup is the AHL equivalent of the Stanley Cup and playoffs run at about the same time.
AHL teams are "affiliated" with NHL (in our universe, MLH) teams and act as talent farms. Most NHL players have played at least a year or two in the AHL to develop their skills before moving up into the major league. The NHL can "call up" players from the AHL as needs arise due to injuries, illnesses, performance issues on the main roster, or other availability issues.







            [image: Cohen has slightly mousy, angular features, pale skin, brown eyes, and curly brown hair that can be turned into a poofy mess at the slightest provocation. He's wearing a shirt for his old team - the Nomads. Their logo is a Bigfoot, by the way.]        
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                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
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                shut up I literally sucked your dick two hours ago              







It was always lousy timing, playoffs and Passover. It wasn't a huge deal — mostly annoying. They'd made more of a big deal out of the holiday when he was a kid, but it, like many of their other traditions, had been losing a war of attrition to hockey since Eli joined travel league in middle school.
His mother and aunt would fly out a few days before to Des Moines, as they had the year before, and as they had gone to Denver for his NCAA tourneys the two years before that. They would spend the time visiting and removing chametz and tidying his tiny, crummy bachelor pad until it was something half deserving of a seder, if he would even be home for it. Last year he had a home game, but they hadn't eaten until eleven o'clock.
As it was this year, Eli wouldn't even be home when they arrived. Minnesota called him up — his second call-up of the year — for a road trip on the last three games of the regular season. The Nomads weren't in the cup running, not by a long shot, and were awash in injuries. Iowa, which very much was in the running for the Calder, was less than thrilled to have their star center pulled out from under them, but those were the breaks.
Eli's agent said that with two call-ups in a season and a second playoff run in minors, he was basically guaranteed a spot on the Nomads' roster next year. He was trying not to get his hopes up.
So he left a key under his doormat, flew to Vancouver, and sucked Jussi Kallio off while Aron Berggren took him from behind. They debated breathlessly over his head if there should be a name for taking a Swede and a Finn at the same time, slipping from English to Swedish. It got Eli ridiculously hot, having them talk about him like that without understanding it.
"Kvarken Bridge," Berg decided, and slapped his ass.
The Nomads played Edmonton the day after Vancouver, and afterward, Berg snuck into Eli's hotel room and wrestled him onto the bed. "You're getting really good, you know?" he said, grinning.
Eli squirmed under him. Berg was a little bigger than him, a few years older. It sometimes felt like more of a difference than it really was. Berg had been in the MLH for six years already and seemed to have crossed some threshold to real adulthood that Eli could only just glimpse at twenty-three.
Berg had been the one to catch him at training camp after Minnesota drafted him when he was still playing for University of Denver. Caught him trying to sneak into a gay bar in St. Paul, pulled him away and told him he could go in there, but not if he ever wanted to play in the majors. That night, he was Eli's first. Three months later, he dropped out and joined the Iowa roster.
The thought of playing on the same team with him next year... well, it was a dream.
"We lost," Eli protested.
Berg kissed him and murmured, "Not because of you."
 






Archer was in from Dallas with them the night Noyer signed off. Berggren had a stupidly big bed, bigger than a king, but Eli was grateful for it when three hockey players could all sprawl comfortably in it together.
He was thinking to himself then that he might have to start topping more if he was going to play in the majors. Playing in Iowa he got three, maybe four hookups in the club a month, and half of those were with Lorenzo, the only other guy in his division, who also preferred bottoming. The MLH had more games and more guys to meet up with, more that topped. Plus, he would be on the same team as Berggren. Eli wasn't sure his ass could handle it. He also didn't think he would mind finding out.
"Fuck," Archer murmured, looking at his phone. He sighed and looked over at them. "Noyer just finished his last game. He's doing it tonight."
Eli peeled himself off of Berg and grabbed his phone from the nightstand. Settled on his belly between the two of them. Ahead of the string of goodbye messages he would read in the encrypted chat, he had one regular text notification:





Mom
	Mom
	Just got to your place. Aunt Edna says hello and we're both wishing you good luck in the game tomorrow!
	Also I know we're here to clean but you didn't have to make a mess just for us.

	Eli Cohen
	sorry they didn't give me any notice
	don't go snooping, alright?

	Mom
	He's afraid we'll find out he's not waiting for marriage!








He smiled to himself, then thumbed over just in time to type out his own goodbye message to Noyer. When his name grayed out in the chat, it punched the air out of him unexpectedly. Eli had only met the guy in person once.
"Fuck," Archer said again. "I didn't think I'd be so fucking sad about it."
Berggren reached over Eli's head to squeeze the back of Archer's neck. Eli hooked an arm around his thigh, pressed his nose to his hip. Couldn't think of anything to say.
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	Kowalski
	hey did u guys see abt atlanta getting sold??
	paulsen do u know any deets?

	Paulsen
	no it's all just rumors right now. there's some local groups trying to buy to keep us in atlanta.

	Archer
	shit I hope they do

	Hollander
	if they sell the whole team, you all just move with it, right?

	Berggren
	generally ya that's how it works

	Paulsen
	unless i put a fucking gun in my mouth, yeah

	McGee
	lmao

	Paulsen
	god i can't fucking do this to allie and the kids again

	Hunter
	hey like you said its just rumors
	lets not stress about it yet







Iowa played their first playoff game in Grand Rapids on the first day of Passover. His mom had already assured him that they would do seder when he got back tomorrow night, and it would be nicer, having the whole evening for it. They kicked St. Louis's ass and stumbled off the ice, jubilant.
Eli followed the stream of his teammates into the cafeteria where a buffet-style meal service had been laid out for them. He stopped, the other guys flowing around him toward the food.
Sandwiches.
Fuck. He hadn't remembered to say anything to player services while he was called up. It wasn't like he normally asked for kosher meals or anything, just avoided pork and shellfish, which was easy. They probably didn't even know what day it was.
He knew better than to make a thing out of it. Not the sort of reputation a player wanted to get for himself. Eli briefly considered just sucking it up and eating the fucking sandwiches or pulling the bread off and just eating turkey and lettuce, but that was stupid, too. He turned to leave.
"Man, where you going?" O'Grady called from one of the tables, food already stuffed into one cheek like a chipmunk.
"Ah, I can't stay," Eli told him, then winked. "Got a hot date."
He found a Chinese place still open a block down, ate by himself in a booth by the window.





Danilov
	Cohen
	congrats on the conference finals
	too bad you're not getting that cup

	Danilov
	you chirp big for boy who lost three majors games in a row

	Cohen
	yeah how many call ups did you get this year?

	Danilov
	dont worry when we beat you i will let you ride my dick as pity prize

	Cohen
	no way
	i'll let you fuck my throat while you're crying over losing

	Danilov
	two weeks in same city not fucking you
	will be difficult for me
	more difficult than kicking your ass







To their credit, they lasted until game three before they broke. Less to their credit, that might have been worse, ethics-wise. They were 1-2 in Cleveland's favor, but one of Cleveland's top wingers had gone down hard late in the game and probably wouldn't be able to dress for the rest of the playoffs. It was the kind of injury that could decide the whole thing.
Afterward, Danilov mentioned, very casually, that there was no rule against just hanging out.
"Because it is both of us," he said later that night, three fingers in Eli's ass, "bad luck cancels out."
Eli rocked down onto his hand, his dick rutting against Danilov's stomach. "I dunno," he gasped. "Feels pretty lucky to me."
 






Games four and five were both in Des Moines, so aside from practice, they had a whole day in between, spent most of it in bed, only some of it fucking. Danilov kept his hair long, which Eli never had, and he spent ages trying to wrangle it into a ponytail.
"You are so bad at this," Danilov complained. "Just let me do it."
"No! I can get it. Your hair is too thin, it keeps slipping."
"Thin!" He spun out from under Eli's hands, pinned him down and rubbed his wiry playoff beard into his belly. "How is that for thin?" he demanded but relented quickly. He reached up and traced his fingers along Eli's jaw. "Yours is so patchy. You're such a baby."
He caught the hand and bit one of his fingers. "Fuck off, no it's not," he argued. Then conceded, "It was way worse last year."
They didn't see one another often — different conferences — and everyone else always said Danilov was a hardass, a little mean. Maybe playoffs just had him in a good mood.
"You know you will go pro next year, yes?" he murmured.
Eli flushed. "You think so?" Then, because it felt right, because Danilov was old for the minors, he reciprocated, "I bet you will, too."
Danilov shrugged. "It's different for me. I already had KHL, year with Dallas. They call me when their goalie gets sick. But you are coming up. Everyone knows it. And..." His gaze dropped to watch as one of his thumbs rubbed between Eli's pecs. "If you tell anyone I said this, I'll kill you. But you will probably win Calder Cup."
He could see it then, the future Danilov envisioned for him. The Calder, the call-up, playing with Berg. Maybe a Stanley Cup someday. He wanted it more than anything.
On the nightstand, Danilov's phone buzzed. Eli recognized the icon on the screen, a fake security alert from the fake antivirus app that hid the Tennis Club. His own phone hadn't made a noise. "Who's hitting you up during playoffs?" he asked.
Groaning, he dragged himself off of Eli and grabbed his phone. "Rozanov, probably. He is bored and cranky since Boston was knocked out. He thinks I am his mother."
"I haven't met him yet. Or Hollander."
"I met with Rozanov only for short time when I was called up in March. We are messaging before that so he can talk to someone in his own language." He made no effort to hide the screen, the text nothing but Cyrillic.
Eli draped himself over Danilov's back so he could look over his shoulder. "What's he saying?"
"Cannot say. Russian code of secrecy," he replied gravely.
He laughed. "Yeah? Yams says they're like star-crossed lovers or something. Him and Hollander."
Danilov snorted. "Williams gossips like old woman." He started typing something into the chat.
"Did you fuck him?"
A vague hum.
"Oh, come on, fucking can't be in the Russian code of secrecy." Eli jabbed a finger into his ribs.
Danilov glanced back at him over his shoulder, smirking. "Maybe if you have something good to trade. This is the problem with how you idiots gossip. You give it all for free."
"Berg hooked up with Hollander," he offered.
His eyebrows lifted. "Do you know what they did?"
Eli grinned. So there was something going on there. "Uh-uh," he demanded. "Your turn."
Setting the phone aside, Danilov heaved them over so Eli landed on his back, then crawled on top of him, settled between his legs. "He fucked me," he said. "He doesn't like it the other way."
Thank god. They needed more tops in this fucking club. "Is he any good?"
"Your turn," he shot back.
Eli hooked his legs around Danilov's waist, breath hitching as he felt his dick stiffening between them. "Hollander sucked him off. He says he's enthusiastic."
"Berg did not return the favor?"
He narrowed his eyes and tapped a finger against Danilov's chest.
"Rozanov is young," he relented. "Little inexperienced, maybe. But..." He dipped down for a slow kiss. "He is coming up, I think. Like some people I know."
"Berg says Hollander came in his pants while he was blowing him."
"Fuck," Danilov laughed. He shook his head. "Enough gossip now. How do you want it?"
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	Hunter
	who all is going to the awards this year

	Rozanov
	hollander and me are both up for rookie award

	Cohen
	ahl is mooching off the ballroom and doing our awards the night before. not sure if i'll have a seat yet for mlh but i'll be in vegas

	Archer
	ill be there

	Casey
	me too

	Danilov
	i am invited for ahl but my flight to moscow is already booked, too bad

	Kowalski
	im up for baz n hap!!
	prob wont get baz i didnt play enuf lmao

	Villa
	ya bc u spent half the season called up....

	McGee
	mhm bc ur best friend micky put a puck thru the phoenix goalies head
	#UrWelcome <3

	Hollander
	you guys all text so fast
	i'll be there

	Cohen
	your bf already rsvp'd for you

	Hollander
	my what?

	Williams
	>.>
	<.<
	ANYWAYSSSS im not up for shit but they invited me for ahl awards
	bc im hot gotta balance out the uggos

	Cohen
	fwiw i think sucking off awards staff counts as risky behavior tsk tsk

	Williams
	SOMEONE doesnt wanna get fucked in vegas







A shoulder collided with his, just hard enough to slosh a bit of vodka soda over the rim of Eli's glass. "Hey!" he protested, then turned to Scott Hunter's grinning face. "Oh."
"Congrats," he said, a tease in his voice, "First the Calder, now MVP."
Eli felt a flush rise to his cheeks and glanced around the room. It felt risky, for an MLH player to approach him so casually. "Thanks," he mumbled.
"Relax," Hunter said. "The old farts contingent sent me over to round up the young'uns. We're buying you all some shots. You seen Rozanov around?"
He shook his head. "No, not since the ceremony."
"Alright, well, head over where Hollander is. And snag Kowalski off the catering trays on your way."
Eli had never been to an event with so many club members together. The awards were in different cities last year, and he'd been the only one from the club in attendance for the AHL. It felt weird, half liberating and half terrifying, to have a reason to intermingle with them in public.
He did indeed find Kowalski with three to five crab cakes stuffed in his face, a bit of cocktail sauce on the lapel of his suit. Eli clapped a hand on his shoulder and steered him toward the bar. "Come on, big guy. The senior citizens are getting us drunk."
Hollander was unfairly beautiful in person, even if he stood with the stock-still terror of some prehistoric prey animal hoping a t-rex wouldn't see him. There were a few other young players near him, leaning on the bar and chatting.
"Hey, congrats," Eli said. Then, because Hollander looked like he didn't know how to respond, he stuck a hand out to shake. "Eli Cohen. Iowa."
Mechanically, Hollander shook his hand. Some PR-trained part of his brain seemed to wake up. "Oh, you just won the Cunningham, right? Congratulations. And, um, thank you. Also."
Eli stepped aside and gestured to the hulking baby at his side. Kowalski was dumb as a rock and so blonde his eyelashes were see-through, but he was still a good-looking guy.
"And, sorry," Hollander said, "Kowalski, right? Tucson? You won one of the goaltender awards." He went for a handshake there, too. "Hollander."
Kowalski bobbed his head. "The Hap," he agreed. "Nice to meet you, Hollander."
Hunter returned with two more younger players and no Rozanov, and the bartenders started lining up a row of whiskey shots. An already-drunk Latvian at the other end of the bar started lecturing someone on the proper pronunciation of prieka, his toast, and though Eli probably wouldn't have done it with just any random hockey player, he turned to Hollander, lifted his drink, and said, "L'chaim."
Hollander's brow creased, but he looked pleased, then thoughtful, then like it wasn't something that came quickly to his tongue, he said, "Kanpai," and clinked their drinks together.
They took their shots.
"I don't know that one," Eli admitted.
"Japanese," Hollander explained. "I barely know any, though."
"Yeah, my rabbi would cry if he heard my Hebrew."
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	Hunter
	anyone at awards seen Rozanov?

	Williams
	a bunch of us went to a club across the street but i havent seen him

	Casey
	sorry just saw this. i think i saw him go into the stairwell?







Eli frowned at his phone, locked the app, and pocketed it before heading out of the bathroom. He hadn't met Rozanov yet and, after what Danilov told him during playoffs, he was sort of hoping to. There were a few stairwells Casey might have meant, but he bet on the one nearest the bar and headed up. He might not know Rozanov, but he knew European dudes, and his money was on a smoke break.
When he was half a flight down from it, the roof door burst open and Hollander came spilling through. He looked startled at Eli for half a second, then shook his head and hurried down the stairs.
"Whoa, Hollander," he said, reaching for him. "Are you okay?"
"Fine," he snapped, shouldering Eli out of the way and charging past.
He watched him retreat, then looked back at the door to the roof. He went up.
Ilya Rozanov stood at the railing, his hands clasped at the back of his neck, elbows high. They dropped quickly when the door opened, and he spun to face Eli, jaw tight, wary.
"I'm Cohen," he rushed to say. "From Tennis Club."
His shoulders lowered fractionally. "Mm," he said. "Nice to meet you. Sorry, it is bad time."
Eli debated leaving, shifted toward the door and then back. "I saw Hollander," he offered. "He looked... um..." He wasn't sure how to end the sentence.
"Yes, he is freaking out for nothing," Rozanov said, dismissive. "He likes to do this."
"Sorry," he offered.
"Are you Canadian?" he asked. "Canadians are always apologizing about things not their fault."
"No," Eli joked, "Jewish. We actually do think everything is our fault."
That managed to crack a smile. Rozanov shook his head. "I don't know how to talk to him," he confessed. "I open my mouth and what comes out..." He waved a hand in front of his face, like he might dispel his own words.
Eli stuffed his hands in his pockets and approached the railing, leaving a few feet between them. "Is it a language barrier or are you just an asshole?"
A laugh this time. "I like you," Rozanov decided. "And you are pretty good center. I see your last game. Minnesota will not know how to use you."
Rozanov was four years younger than him, but he was still that year's first draft pick, and Eli preened to hear praise from him. He screwed up his courage. "Listen, tell me to fuck off if you're upset about Hollander or whatever," he said, "but if you want to blow off some steam, I'm staying at Caesar's."
He seemed to consider this for a long moment. The sounds of the strip were muted from this far up. "I am staying here at Bellagio," Rozanov said. "It's nicer."
Eli hummed. "I don't know if I believe you."
"Oh, no? You will have to come see, then."
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	Hollander
	can somone find me

	McGee
	???

	Hollander
	someone

	Hunter
	jesus christ where are you

	Williams
	bro what is HAPPENING over there
	im the one at the club lmao

	Archer
	i didnt see him leave

	Hollander
	casino

	McGee
	LOL

	Hunter
	gotta be more specific rook

	Casey
	fuck. ill check downstairs.

	Archer
	yams can you come back and help?

	McGee
	relevant fucking question but did anyone ever find roz??

	Kowalski
	casey ill come w u

	Hunter
	do we think he might have left the building?

	Hollander
	i found him

	Archer
	found who?

	Casey
	ignore him hes gotta be wasted

	McGee
	#HotMess

	Hollander
	rozanov

	Villa
	does anyone have his actual #?

	McGee
	if anyone does its roz
	which is apparently no help

	Williams
	omw







Danilov either got a very different side of Rozanov or he didn't know what the hell he was talking about. He didn't seem inexperienced at all. If anything, he was rough, dominating in a way Eli hadn't expected. As soon as he stepped into the hotel room, Rozanov pushed him up against the wall, stuck his tongue in his mouth, and growled, "Get on your knees."
And Eli liked to take it, enjoyed a bit of teasing and control in the right circumstances, but he'd never been a pushover. He shoved Rozanov back, spun him against the wall instead, and said, "Ask nicely."
"Please," he said, like it was a joke.
But Eli sank to his knees anyway. He had a big dick, the kind that made guys cocky in a locker room. Rozanov came in his mouth, then pushed him onto the bed, sucked and fingered him until he was hard again. On his hands and knees while Rozanov put on a condom, Eli glanced over his shoulder and chirped, "This what you were hoping to do with Hollander tonight?" He thought maybe it would get him more worked up.
Rozanov paused, eyes going hard. "Shut the fuck up," he snapped. "Or I won't fuck you."
Eli had the sense to turn back around before he rolled his eyes, but then Rozanov was pushing into him and they got back on friendly terms.
Afterward, he told Rozanov to shower first because his legs still felt pleasantly gooey. He grabbed his phone and unlocked the app.
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	Casey
	we got him.

	Kowalski
	is roz w him?

	Casey
	nope.

	Hunter
	hes a fucking mess we cant bring him back like this
	whos got a room not in the bellagio

	Williams
	i can take him where r u

	Casey
	venetian

	Archer
	how the FUCK did he end up at the venetian

	Casey
	who fucking knows.

	Williams
	get a cab meet me at caesars







Eli frowned and scrolled back through the chat, eyebrows creeping higher as he caught up on the night's events. He looked up when Rozanov returned, nude and scrubbing his wet hair with a towel. "Sounds like Hollander had a fucking meltdown," he said, holding his phone aloft.
Rozanov stared back at him. "Okay," he said, flat.
He snorted. "God. You really are an asshole, huh?"
"Yes," he agreed, brusque. "So maybe you should leave."
Eli looked down at the come drying on his belly, his thighs still slick with lube. He looked back up at Rozanov, waiting for him to backtrack. When he didn't, Eli rolled off the bed and shoulder-checked him on his way into the bathroom. "You're going back to Russia soon, right?" he called.
"Does it matter?" He followed Eli back into the bathroom, watched him turn on the shower.
"Danilov always goes radio silent in Russia," he commented and stepped under the water.
Rozanov didn't reply, and when he looked up, he'd gone again.
When Eli stepped back into the room, Rozanov was on the other end of the suite, smoking out the window. He got dressed without trying to engage further. Not his problem. "See you next season," he called on his way to the door.
"Maybe."
He paused, hand on the door. "I'll be on the Minnesota roster," he said, certain. "You'll see me."
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	Kallio
	Paulsen, are you okay? I just saw the news.

	Hunter
	oh fuck tell me this isnt what I think it is

	Hollander
	they sold to Winnipeg

	Archer
	shit
	come on man fucking wellness check

	Lorenzo
	this sucks

	Cohen
	you don't even have to say anything just send a message

	Paulsen
	sorry. i'm here.

	Vrubel
	where's your head at

	Paulsen
	she's gonna leave me.

	Hollander
	your wife?

	Paulsen
	we're planning to divorce when i retire anyway, but she should just do it now. keep the boys so they don't have to change schools. i'll never fucking see them because when the fuck am i gonna be in atlanta again?

	Hunter
	did she say shes leaving?

	Paulsen
	i haven't been home yet. i'm sitting in the parking lot outside the arena.

	Vrubel
	are you okay to drive home? you can call a car service.

	Casey
	even if she decides not to move youre still gonna see your kids okay? i see callie every break.

	Paulsen
	oh you see your 6 year old twice a year? what a fucking comfort casey!
	give me your divorce lawyers names so i know who not to hire

	Vrubel
	please call a car service. or at least call allison she's probably worried about you.

	Paulsen
	fuck. i'm really sorry case i didn't mean that.

	Casey
	i know baby. you're gonna be okay.







Berggren, Cohen, Hollander, Lorenzo, Martin, McGee, Villa
	McGee
	OKAY young unwed gays i need u all to make a pact not to get married lmao

	Cohen
	excuse me?

	Lorenzo
	what the actual fuck is wrong with you
	is everything a joke to you?

	McGee
	i'm not joking
	look i get their shit was complicated but lets learn from the fucking past right

	Berggren
	how about the guy who fucks women doesn't get to say shit to us

	Hollander
	wait why am i in this chat?

	McGee
	oh we do NOT have time to get into that
	will you all fucking relax?

	Villa
	ur such a fucking asshole. seriously SHUT UP

	Hollander
	and you didn't add Price

	Cohen
	you're not fucking gay mcgee

	McGee
	and?? im just saying if i see one of u using a woman like that im gonna kick ur fucking asses
	its not okay

	Villa
	he didnt add hunter bc he knows hunter would murder him in real life lmao

	Cohen
	how about the next time you get papped with a puck bunny we all stop touching your dick?
	you're not better than us because you get hard for the girls you're fucking around on

	McGee
	oh the guy thats fumbled every woman in des moines is getting defensive huh? how many of them did you try to fuck?

	Cohen
	say one more fucking word to me mcgee see what happens

	Berggren
	leave this chat. all of you.







Hollander
	Cohen
	i'm sorry
	that wasn't okay for a lot of reasons but he shouldn't have thrown that at you

	Hollander
	thanks
	some of the other guys messaged too

	Cohen
	you don't need to know anything right now ok?

	Hollander
	ok
	hey i haven't seen anything from rozanov or danilov lately
	is that a thing?

	Cohen
	yeah danilov doesn't message when he's in russia. i think it's a safety thing.

	Hollander
	safety?

	Cohen
	it's a lot more dangerous for us there

	Hollander
	oh
	thank you







Schedule season was always crazy for the club, nailing down who would be where and when. It was easy enough if his team was playing another guy's, but then there were minor/major overlaps to take into consideration and geographic overlaps, like multiple teams in the New York and LA areas. Figuring out if AHL and MLH teams would be in the same city at the same time.
And then, as an added complication this year, he and Kowalski were almost certainly getting called up from the minors. Eli tried to temper his expectations. He would look at Iowa and Minnesota's schedules, plan out for either scenario. Even if he didn't get added to the roster, he would probably get called up again, so planning for a Minnesota schedule wasn't going to jinx him.
Everyone had their own system. Some people did still keep a paper calendar like the old days, obscure marks or color coding to indicate days that would overlap. Eli made innocuous reminders for himself on his phone calendar: birthdays for fake relatives, paying bills he didn't have. Some of the MLH guys barely pre-planned at all, their calendars full enough that they could just look at their schedule and send a message the week before. The AHL guys all planned it out ahead, their schedules thinner and trickier.





Lorenzo
	Lorenzo
	im gonna fucking kms
	or quit
	or walk into the corn and keep going
	my sched is so fucking bad dude

	Cohen
	is this you freaking out about me going to the nomads?
	because i think i remember you being a real dick about hooking up last season

	Lorenzo
	dude fuck off im serious
	im actually freaking out rn
	im gonna MAYBE see 2 ppl before february

	Cohen
	did you check overlaps in calgary?

	Lorenzo
	yeah fucking nothing til march dude
	this sucks

	Cohen
	so you're not gonna get laid much it's not the end of the world

	Lorenzo
	fuck u im sorry im fucking lonely okay
	like ur not on the moon abt getting to fuck berg 24 7
	im gonna go literal months wo seeing anyone

	Cohen
	ok breathe
	maybe youll get called up

	Lorenzo
	stfu im not getting called up

	Cohen
	ok well look at the chicago schedule maybe you can drive out more this year

	Lorenzo
	maybe i should just download grindr
	who gives a fuck
	im not gonna go pro im getting blue balls for nothing







Eli set his phone down, chewing on his lip. Lorenzo could be dramatic, but this seemed like something else. He could picture him doing something stupid. Downloading grindr. Making a catch that wasn't really a catch. He didn't really think he'd quit — or the other thing. But still.
Just like that, he was setting his own schedule aside, pulling up Chicago's and Rockford's on his laptop. And it was like he'd said. It was fucking dire, almost a comedy of missed connections. One of his two actual overlaps was with Danilov, who tended to get called up for injuries. But it wasn't nothing. He started sending off messages.





Casey
	Cohen
	hey lorenzo is freaking out about not seeing anyone this year. i know they probably wont dress you for a lot of preseason but can you try to meet up with him when they have him up for chicago?







Vrubel
	Cohen
	hey lorenzo is freaking out about not seeing anyone this year. if you don't fly out too early oct 26 can you swing something with him in chicago?







Kallio
	Cohen
	hey lorenzo is freaking out about not seeing anyone this year. can you swing something with him around your nov 6 chicago game?







And one more. Eli clenched his jaw, tapping his thumb at the bottom of his phone screen. Fuck it.





McGee
	Cohen
	hey lorenzo is freaking out about not seeing anyone this year. can you look at flight schedules around your dec 11 chicago game and make something work?

	McGee
	of course
	also sorry and shit

	Cohen
	ok







He went back to his own schedule while he waited for the replies to trickle in. Like Lorenzo, he hadn't had much overlap for the past two years except for when he got called up. With the Minnesota schedule, he and Berg would rarely go more than a week without overlap. Eli almost regretted that — regretted that they would have fewer excuses to spend time together, just the two of them.
It wasn't like it was anything serious, him and Berg. But they were good together.
The last message came back from Kallio.





Lorenzo
	Cohen
	casey is gonna travel with pitt for all of preseason so you should see him twice
	if you drive to chicago you've got vrubel the morning of oct 26, kallio nov 6, and mcgee dec 11

	Lorenzo
	fuck
	you didnt have to do that

	Cohen
	i know

	Lorenzo
	i love you







Eli's agent almost never called in the summer, but he'd been waiting for a call this year. He was in the middle of a workout when his phone started buzzing, John Houben in big letters on the display. Setting his weights aside as fast as he could, Eli grabbed his phone and answered on his way back toward the locker room. "Hey John, what's up?" he asked, breathless.
The way his heart was thudding behind his ribs had nothing to do with the exercise.
"Eli," John greeted. He had a big, booming sort of voice like he'd missed out on a career as a sports commentator. "You got time to talk?"
"Absolutely," he agreed. Eli stopped in the hallway and leaned against the wall.
"So I've got some good news and some bad news."
Fuck. Maybe a two-way contract? Maybe renegotiating for salary cap?
"What's the good news?" he asked.
"You're definitely playing in the majors this year."
Eli let out a slow breath.
"But not in Minnesota."
Of all the things John could have said, he wasn't ready for that. "What?"
"They traded you."
He felt suddenly cold. Again, asked, "What?" and heard a break in his voice he hadn't intended.
John sighed through the phone. "I'm sorry, kid. I know you had your heart set on the Nomads, but this is a good thing, alright? This is a good career move. The Nomads have a strong center ahead of you and you wouldn't have gotten enough ice time with them."
A man stepped out of the locker room, staring at him. Eli turned to face the wall, his eyes burning. "Where?" he whispered.
"Toronto. They had one center retire this year and another is on LTIR. They need you."
He couldn't fucking breathe. "Okay."
"And getting traded in the summer is a good deal," John insisted. "You've got until training camp to pack up and move. Find a good apartment. I'll make sure all the visa shit is taken care of."
Visa. Because he was going to fucking Canada. "Thanks, John," he said. His voice sounded strange.
"This is a good thing," he repeated. "Go get your head around it and call me back later today, alright?"





Berggren
	Cohen
	are you in minneapolis now?

	Berggren
	ya. why what's up?

	Cohen
	can i come drive up to see you?

	Berggren
	what's going on?







He and Berg had never spent so long alone together without fucking, but Eli couldn't stop crying, which wasn't exactly a turn-on. They ended up on the couch, an old gangster movie on TV, Eli's head pillowed on his lap while Berg finger-combed his curls into a fluffy mess. He had a laptop open on the arm of the couch, the Toronto schedule pulled up.
They had one game together next year. January.
"You're gonna be seeing Hollander a ton, so probably Martin, too," Berg said. "You and Hollander get along, right?"
Eli shrugged a listless shoulder. "I dunno. I guess."
"Rozanov and Hunter, too. You and Roz hooked up in Vegas, right?"
"He's kind of an asshole," Eli mumbled.
"Hunter's not an asshole."
"No, Hunter is fine," he agreed.
"And Paulsen. That'll be nice for him to have you around more. He's going through this, too."
Eli's eyes burned again, and he pressed his face into Berg's thigh. "Great. We can both be fucking depressed together." He didn't know why he was acting like this. He wasn't going to see Berg again until fucking January, and this is the memory he was leaving him with.
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	Paulsen
	she's not coming to winnipeg

	Archer
	fuck im sorry man

	Casey
	divorce or just separating?

	Paulsen
	she said we should just separate but what's the fucking point?
	i told her to divorce me.

	Vrubel
	i'm really sorry paulie

	Paulsen
	i don't even know what to do now
	what the fuck am i gonna do?

	Cohen
	okay i'm calling for a club suicide watch holy shit

	McGee
	#SuicideSummer

	Hunter
	don't joke about that

	Cohen
	i'm not fucking joking have you been paying attention lately?

	Hollander
	hey has anyone heard from Price?

	McGee
	#OhNo







As far as Eli knew, they'd never done it like this before. But it went like this:
Vrubel and Archer flew to Atlanta and helped Paulsen pack up his stuff while his wife took their kids to her sister's house in Virginia. Hollander did a bunch of research on real estate in Winnipeg, and Kallio flew out from Vancouver to get the place ready for when Paulsen arrived.
Hunter and McGee went to Tampa and spent a week helping Price set up his new place. None of them knew shit about art, but McGee insisted he needed art on his walls, so by the power of the whole club's fumbling, they found their way to a local gallery and let some hot (per McGee) lady in glasses tell them what to buy.
And Berg and Lorenzo drove to Des Moines to pack Eli's stuff. There wasn't actually that much, but it was nice, not having to do it alone. Hollander also found him a place in Toronto, sent him one million questions about layout preferences and amenities that Eli had zero idea about, but before he knew what was happening, he had a nice apartment in a cool neighborhood not too far from the arena.
Martin got the place ready for him ahead of the move, and Hollander, who was already fielding a million endorsement deals, managed to get a couple of days free to help with unpacking.
Eli still felt a little raw around the edges.
"You really wanted the Nomads, huh?" Hollander asked.
He tried for a smile, fell short. "No," he admitted. "It wasn't the Nomads I wanted." Eli rubbed a hand over his face and sighed. "The 'keep it casual' rule is there for a reason, Hollzy. Don't fall for guys in the club, okay? It's a bad idea."
Hollander frowned at him, like he was really digesting that. "I'm sorry," he offered.
Eli looked around his new bedroom, which looked shockingly lived-in compared to the place he'd lived in Des Moines for two and a half years. Martin had painted one of the walls a soft, oceanic blue, and there was a large black-and-white photo of the Rocky Mountains on it. The old bedding he'd brought from Iowa looked shabby by comparison.
"Hey," he decided, turning back to Hollander. "Totally fine if you don't want to, but..." He eyed the bed. "I mean, I gotta break it in eventually, right?"
Hollander actually blushed, which was adorable, and ducked his head, then nodded. "Yeah. I guess so. What do you wanna..."
Eli kissed him. It was a little awkward at first, figuring each other out. Hollander seemed to want him to take the lead, which he didn't do often, but, hey. He was playing in the majors now. Berg was right: Hollander sucked cock like he loved it, like he would be happy to do nothing but that, but Eli pulled him up and asked, "Do you want me to fuck you?"
He nodded, swollen lips hanging open like he was already cock drunk about it.
They did it with Hollander on his back, Eli tucked between his legs and praying to god he didn't come too fast. He didn't do this often, either, and that was half the reason why. But it was good. Comfortable. When he kissed Hollander, his heart didn't beat too fast, and when he did come first, he didn't feel embarrassed, just sucked him off in return.
After they cleaned up, they found their way back to the kitchen and fetched down the bottle of wine that Hollander had, sort of adorably, brought him as a housewarming gift. As if the whole fucking apartment wasn't that.
"Do you feel better now?" Hollander asked while he worked the corkscrew.
"Yeah," he agreed. "A little bit." Then, "You good?"
Hollander nodded. "I, um. I haven't done that with anyone but Rozanov," he admitted.
"Oy," Eli said, "not sure I'm ready to live up to that comparison." He set out two glasses.
He laughed. Shook his head. "No, you were good."
"Hey, maybe we can try it the other way in October."
Hollander shrugged as he poured the wine. "Maybe. But I liked it fine like this."
"A ringing endorsement!"
Lifting his glass toward Eli, Hollander clumsily pronounced, "L'chaim."
Eli had to wrack his memory before he echoed back, "Kanpai?"
Hollander nodded. Their glasses clinked.






      

  












      Chapter 4: Catch Season 2011
  


    Chapter Summary

    Williams: alright boys look alive
Williams: its that time of year again

Hollander: training camp?

Lorenzo: catch season

Paulsen: new guys joining teams, new drafts in training camp, AHL and MLH players mixing for preseason.
Paulsen: this is when most people get caught.



    Chapter Notes

      This is a little shakeup from our normal format as the club enters 'catch season,' the time of year when new encounters tend to lead to new members Note: this chapter previously used hover translations, but it's been converted so text in all italics indicates it was written in another language (Swedish, in this case).

I also decided to add some notes here about the pre-season negotiations these guys are dealing with, since that's very much in discussion at this time of year. You don't need to know any of this to follow the story, but if you're curious, read on:

AHL vs. Juniors: Most players don't go straight to the NHL/MLH when they get drafted, the way Shane and Ilya did. Instead, they usually spend at least a year or two developing their skill in a lower league first. If they're 20 or older, they go to the team's AHL affiliate. 18 and 19 year olds who were playing for a juniors league go back to juniors. Juniors players can't be called up until their season is done.

NCAA/College: The NHL can draft and sign players who are on college teams, but they can't call them up until they graduate or drop out (like Eli did).

Training camp: About twice as many players as will actually be on the roster attend training camp, including everyone from last year's roster and anyone the team is considering starting on this year's roster or calling up more often, so players really want to impress during this time. Preseason games don't count toward season points and are a chance for the teams to try out new players and play styles.

Professional Try-Out (PTO): players over 21 years old can't be drafted, so they would sign with an NHL team directly. A PTO contract allows a team to try a player out for several games (usually just training camp + preseason) before deciding if they will offer a full contract.

Age limits in the AHL: Danilov is old for an AHL player (29) but has played for KHL (Russia) and an MLH team before being traded. I have based his situation off IRL player Ivan Fedotov. Because an AHL affiliate is supposed to be developing players for the NHL, there is a limit on how many players they can dress for a game over a certain age or who have played a certain number of NHL games, but goalies are exempt from that rule.

Two-way contract: Also relevant to our boy Danilov, a two-way contract allows a player to be moved between the AHL and NHL. This is specifically applicable to Danilov because he's been in the MHL for less than 5 seasons and has played fewer than 160 MLH games, which means he can't be put on waivers (a process where other teams could snipe him) when he moves from MLH to AHL.

Entry-Level Contract (ELC): a rookie signed at 18/19 will sign a 3-year ELC contract that allows them to be moved between the NHL and AHL as much as needed. Most of our AHL boys are on ELCs. If they don't get enough time playing in the NHL, their ELCs can extend a little longer.
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	Williams
	alright boys look alive
	its that time of year again

	Hollander
	training camp?

	Lorenzo
	catch season

	Paulsen
	new guys joining teams, new drafts in training camp, AHL and MLH players mixing for preseason.
	this is when most people get caught.

	Hollander
	caught like outed??

	Williams
	no caught by us

	Lorenzo
	thats what we call it
	kinda like getting caught doing smth
	but also like we catch each other yk?

	Williams
	like dont worry baby ur safe now i caught you <3

	Price
	how does it work?

	Hollander
	you weren't around for it last year?

	Price
	no only since october

	Cohen
	we got villa last catch season

	McGee
	4 guys last year was fucking crazy tho

	Hunter
	it makes sense
	the more of us there are the more eyes there are to catch people

	Paulsen
	it's not about invading people's privacy or trying to hunt anyone down. just be on the lookout for the signs. guys hiding hookups or sneaking off alone at night.

	Rozanov
	or trying sooooo much not to look at my dick in the showers

	Hollander
	fuck off

	Rozanov
	getting hard anyway

	Hollander
	FUCK OFF

	McGee
	LOL story time??

	Hollander
	absolutely not
	rozanov stop typing

	Rozanov
	:(

	Casey
	ok but also dont rush anything. no risky shit. no taking a chance on a hunch.
	message the group to let us know whats going on and why youre suspicious.

	Lorenzo
	its gonna happen this year guys i can feel it

	Williams
	omfg

	Lorenzo
	im gonna do it

	Cohen
	every fuckin time

	Lorenzo
	im gonna find the gay chicago players







Cory Gardonyi
"Don't discount the media shit, alright?" His dad's voice came through slightly fuzzy, lousy signal wherever he was. Probably an ice rink. "Obviously, skill on the ice comes first, but they do take the PR bullshit into account while building the roster."
Cory lay flat on his hotel bed, cell phone pressed to his ear, taking slow, deep breaths. On his next exhale, he said, "I know, Dad."
"And I know we already talked about team dynamics, but it's gonna be really important to connect with players that you think would fit on a roster with you next year. You can't just keep hanging out with the goalies — they don't need that fucking many, right?"
"Right," he said and squeezed his eyes shut. Counted his breaths.
"What time do you need to be at the arena? It's good you were up so early. Late on your first day is a shitty look."
Cory had hardly slept at all last night, but his dad would kill him if he said that. "They're sending a bus to the hotel," he said. "I've got half an hour before I need to be downstairs."
Dad huffed. "Alright, I'll let you get your head in the game. You knock 'em dead, kid, you hear me? You make them eat that draft ranking."
Cory felt his whole body lock up at the very mention. Was just grateful Dad hadn't said the number. In the same serene tone, he said, "Yeah, for sure. Bye, Dad," and the second he hung up, he rolled over and screamed into his pillow.
Another deep breath. Behind him, two short knocks on the hotel door and then the lock beeped. The door peeked open. "Hey?" called an accented voice. "I am your roommate?"
Cory quickly rolled off the bed and called, "Come on in!"
The guy that opened the door was blond-haired and round-faced with a broad build that looked less like the frantic youthful bulking Cory had been scrambling after since puberty and more like natural adult athleticism.
"Zeman, right?" he asked, though he already knew it for sure. Had looked up everything he could about the guy. Left wing. Twenty-one. Czech. Two years playing Max Liga. Twenty-six goals and twenty-seven assists last year. First round draft pick. Bottom of the first round, but still first round. "They said your flight got delayed."
"Yes," he agreed, ducking his head as he set a large suitcase on the foot of the other bed. "I thought I would miss it. I am a little..." He shook his hand, fingers splayed, beside his head to indicate some sort of anxiety.
"Flustered?" Cory suggested.
Zeman nodded and sat next to his bag. "Flustered. I like that."
Realizing belatedly that he hadn't introduced himself, he rushed to say, "Oh! I'm Cory Gardonyi. Goalie."
"Oh, yes!" Zeman said, his face brightening. "I want to ask if you're related to Eric Gardonyi?"
Cory's cheeks heated, but he tried not to let anything show on his face. "Yeah, that's my dad."
"Wow, and you are a goalie, too? Family legacy, huh?"
He shoved his hands in his pockets to keep from fidgeting. Nodded. "I hope so."
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	Rozanov
	you should have said earlier you want to know who in league is gay
	i have very good sense for this
	you want list?

	Villa
	you have a list?

	Hunter
	do NOT share your list
	we dont share names until someone agrees to be in the club

	Hollander
	wait do you really know more guys?

	McGee
	lmao he fucking doesnt hes full of shit

	Rozanov
	no no i have maybe ten people in my list
	some of them i think do not know themselves yet

	Casey
	that's called a hunch and we do not act on it, okay?

	Kallio
	What are you basing your hunches off of?

	Rozanov
	how they stand mostly
	its in the hips

	Lorenzo
	fuck offffffff







Jules Deschamps
'Not a team player' wasn't the sort of note a guy wanted on his record, nor did it make a lot of sense, literally taken, when he'd been playing a team sport since before he could read. And it wasn't like Jules was a showboat or didn't cover his goalie with all the intensity of a bodyguard diving to take a bullet in an action movie. It was, he knew, locker room shit.
Take this as a clean slate, his agent had advised while he packed a bag in Charlotte.
So he was playing nice. In fucking Minnesota, which apparently hailed niceness as a local pastime.
"Half of you will be using the visitors' locker room until preseason," reported a red-faced, brightly grinning man whose hairline had receded beyond the horizon, "and no trading, please, guys! We split up the veterans for a reason." He gestured to a younger guy, blonde and well-built with a smattering of acne on his cheeks. "Brian is your equipment manager, so let him know if you've got any issues with gear. We don't want anyone struggling on the ice because of poorly fitted pads. Got all that?"
The crowd grumbled its assent, but already Jules could hear one of the European guys murmuring translations to a younger player. He looked around to see if anyone else was left looking lost, though he didn't expect any other French speakers to be struggling. He knew a few curse words in Estonian.
He thought about making introductions in the change room, but that was fraught. A lifetime of this, and he still couldn't gauge between a normal averting of his eyes and overcompensating. So Jules waited until the locker room to turn to the guy next to him, a defenseman who'd been on Minnesota's roster for a few years at least. He was only a few inches shorter than Jules, compactly built with startlingly blue eyes. "Hey," he said. "Jules Deschamps."
The guy raised an eyebrow at him, then at the jersey hanging in front of him, DESCHAMPS stamped across the back of it, then smiled. He gestured at his own, which read BERGGREN. "It's good they label us," he said. "With your accent, I don't think I'd guess right how to say it." He had an accent himself, Scandinavian.
Jules faltered, not sure what to say in response.
"Sorry," the guy added. "I'm picking on you too early. Aron Berggren." He stuck out a hand to shake. "You are a trade, yes?"
He nodded. "From Charlotte — or, Florida, I mean, but I mostly played in Charlotte."
"Ah, so you are here to show off, hm? Steal my spot?"
Jules plastered on the nicest smile he had. "We'll see how it goes."
It went fine. Berggren and the other veteran defensemen helped to run the prospects through standard drills, then ran them again and again so the coaches could gauge how their skills fared under exhaustion. They'd done the same last year in Miami. Nicknames were slowly doled out: Figgy for a German named Feigenbaum, Nicky for Nicholson. Nothing too creative, but all of them based on each player's actual name, except for Jules, who was mostly called 'big guy.'
By the time they slumped back off to the locker room, he felt wrung out but did his best not to show it. Around him, guys were talking about going out for drinks. He should go. Be sociable. Be a team player. Jules decided that if he was asked, he would accept.
He really hoped nobody asked.
It must have showed on his face somehow, because nobody did.





The Tennis Club
	Hollander
	i still don't feel like i know what i'm looking for
	it's training camp. all the new guys are focused on hockey

	Berggren
	no all the new guys are stressed which makes them want to do dumb shit like go to gay bars

	Cohen
	shut up lmao

	Kallio
	So far we notice that goalies are overrepresented in the club.

	Hollander
	like we don't need to look for more?

	McGee
	lmao no like goalies are gay as hell
	i think its cuz u get away w being weird
	and whos gonna notice u popping a boner under all those pads

	Hollander
	you can't tell under a jock anyway

	Williams
	Y DO U KNOW THAT HOLLANDER

	Rozanov
	sorry :(

	Hunter
	focus on rookies and guys that havent played on a team with one of us before
	and try to listen for gossip if theres anyone guys are calling gay behind their backs
	thats how paulsen found me

	Villa
	wait really?

	Hunter
	yep. hepled me shut it down before it got too far

	McGee
	by doing WHAT putting on a dress??

	Paulsen
	ha ha. no it was when i was playing in carolina. my sister in law dragged him out of a bar in front of his teammates. made sure he didn't actually want to fuck her then brought him to me.

	Hunter
	thanks for that by the way







Victor Lundin
This wasn't Los Angeles, and for that Victor felt grateful, because Ontario was apocalyptic. It was the home of the AHL affiliate, probably cheaper to house all of the out-of-towners, and the arena was an island of concrete in a sea of parking lot surrounded, at an improbable distance, by shoals of strip malls and identical white apartment buildings. In the locker room, after their first day of camp, one of the Americans looked on his phone to find nearby bars and announced, as if it was a treat, that there was a Hooters down the road.
Victor turned to a Danish center, Steensen, he knew had been in the States for a while and asked, "What the fuck is Hooters?"
"Titty bar," Steensen explained, miming breasts on his own amply muscled chest. "But not nude and there is food."
"Titty bar but not nude?" It sounded antithetical to the concept of a titty bar.
Steensen shrugged. "Americans. If tits were out, they would have to call Jesus."
Victor had been to America once before. New York City, when he was fifteen. Probably his father was on a work trip, but he hadn't paid much mind to the reasoning then, only the excitement of the city, the tourist attractions, the places he had seen on TV. They sat in the audience of Saturday Night Live and went to a New York Admirals game and fed pigeons. He had approved of New York City, in his childish way, because it still felt like a city. Crowded. Walkable. Lots of things to do. It wasn't so different from Stockholm.
Ontario, California was not any of those things. Thankfully, there was very little chance Victor would spend time here after training camp, because Karin did not want to live in Ontario. She wanted to live in Los Angeles, and so Victor would play in Los Angeles. He had to.
"I don't think my girlfriend will like this?" he said, though it came out a question. He actually wasn't sure how she would feel, if the tits were not out. "Maybe I can ask her."
"It's a restaurant," one of the Americans, Jackson, protested. "People take their kids there."
Victor lifted his eyebrows.
One of the younger American defensemen from the AHL, Williams, snorted. "Not good people," he muttered, and won a swat to the back of the head from Jackson.
"Come on, faggots," Jackson declared. "Stop bitching and let's go. I'm hungry."
He let the word roll over him like water. He was very good at that. No one else in the room batted an eye, only finished tying their shoes and headed after Jackson.
"You have a girlfriend?" Steensen asked, falling into step beside him on their way out. "Did she come with you to the US?" Williams, surprisingly, fell in on his other side.
"Ah, no," Victor laughed. "I came here with her. She is a model. She got signed in LA. I am too old for the draft, so I am on PTO. If I don't get signed, she will probably break up with me." He said it like it was a joke, but it wasn't really.
Williams made an appreciative noise. He was a little shorter than the two of them, though that might have been the looseness of his posture, like he didn't quite know how to direct his own feet off the ice. "Swedish model? Do you have pictures?"
Victor nodded and dutifully opened the pictures on his phone. There weren't any dirty photos of her to worry about. She didn't offer them, and he didn't ask. He selected one from their last vacation together in Gibraltar. They were standing together on a historic parapet, the sky and sea behind them, Karin almost as tall as him in heels and stunning as ever. He liked her hair, which was so blonde it was almost white, half of it piled on her head and the rest spilling around her shoulders.
"Holy shit," Williams said. "What a smoke show. You should definitely ask her permission to go."
Steensen hummed his appreciation as well. "Good job. You should marry her fast."
His stomach clenched at the suggestion, but Victor smiled. "Maybe soon," he agreed. Then, as they stepped out into the stifling dry heat and with Williams's suggestion, Victor pulled up his messages with Karin.





min älskade
	min älskade
	will you call me later?

	Victor
	the guys want to go out now. they say it's a titty bar but all the girls are wearing clothes. is that okay?

	min älskade
	why are they wearing clothes in a titty bar??

today, 18:16







Beside him, Steensen snorted. He eyed Williams. "Americans," he scoffed again.
Williams held his hands up. "Hey, I'm Canadian," he protested.
"Oh? And do you have no tits titty bars in Canada?" Steesen teased.
Looking sheepish, Williams shrugged. "Probably a few," he admitted.
After a few back-and-forth messages, Karin told him he should go to the weird bar and network. She loved to talk about networking. Hockey players did it, she said, even if they didn't call it that.
The walk to Hooters was shockingly long and devoid of anything nice to look at besides neatly spaced palm trees and lots of traffic. The route the Americans took them on followed a five-lane highway, wound behind a shopping mall ("It says this is fastest!" Jackson said, pointing at his phone.), and across another endless parking lot before they arrived, finally, at a titless titty bar in a sad strip mall.
Networking, Victor reminded himself. He was networking.
He and Steenson ended up sitting with a gaggle of other Europeans. Williams broke off to sit with the Americans and, he supposed, Canadians.
"I thought maybe he just likes foreigners," Victor observed.
Steensen looked back at Williams and shook his head. "No. Yams is friendly. He likes to get to know everyone during training camp."
"He is still AHL, right?"
Steensen shrugged. "They call him up sometimes. He has a couple years before he needs to worry. I think you two are the same age."
Victor took that in as a waitress with her tits not out approached the table. He made a point of looking at her chest, because he was supposed to, but his gaze skated past to Williams, who was now engrossed in conversation with one of the fresh-faced rookies. Victor thought that maybe he'd just made the only impression he would get to make.





The Tennis Club
	Williams
	1st day looking like a total bust here boys 

	Martin
	i'm not sure but hollander is banned from investigating
	he is too weird about it!!

	Hollander
	i was just being nice!

	Rozanov
	you are already too nice
	if you do it more you are like serial killer probably

	Hunter
	hollanders not charismatic enough to be a serial killer

	Hollander
	dude???

	Rozanov
	anyway i think maybe i have one
	he is like anxiety nightmare baby

	Archer
	what the FUCK does that mean lol

	Rozanov
	you know when guy has look like he was called faggot a lot as a child
	locker room trauma like he is seeing the war again

	Hunter
	you should be studied in a lab

	McGee
	maybe roz is also banned on account of thinking everyones gay

	Hunter
	ok talk to the guy but dont push too hard

	Hollander
	jerking off at him in the shower is pushing too hard
	for the record

	Williams
	HOLLZY T______T







Cory Gardonyi
When Cory was fifteen, his saves dropped below 0.85, and his dad sent him to a sports psychologist for two months. There he learned some deep breathing exercises, that it was okay to lie to his dad about what he was working on in therapy, and that joking about killing yourself was often a first step to seriously considering doing it.
So, while he hung back after the third day of camp to hear Coach LeClaire wax poetic about playing against his dad in the '97 playoffs and thought to himself over and over again, I'm gonna fucking kill myself, he also felt guilty about doing it.
"Ninety seven!" came a loud voice behind him. When he turned, Ilya Rozanov was striding toward them, already changed into street clothes, hair wet and slicked back. "Back when the puck was a rock and the sticks were wood, yes? Coach, he will miss his bus!"
Cory froze, caught between the knowledge that he should appease the coach, the knowledge that he should befriend Rozanov, and his honest panic at how he would make it back to the hotel if he missed the bus. "Oh, um, that's — what time is it?"
"Time to go," Rozanov declared. He slung an arm over Cory's shoulders, grinning at LeClaire. "I kidnap him now. You can't stop me."
"Alright, alright," LeClaire agreed, good-humored. Then, to Cory, "Hey, don't let this guy get you into trouble, alright? He's a bad influence." Then he winked, like he approved anyway.
He let himself be steered back to the change room. There were a few guys left in towels or tugging on their street clothes, none left in the showers. "Shit, I really am going to miss the bus," Cory realized.
Rozanov grimaced at him, apologetic. "Yes, probably. Sorry. Should have rescued sooner." He nudged him toward his locker. "I will give you a ride, okay?"
"Really?" he asked, already rushing to get his clothes off. "I mean, thank you."
"I know, I know, I'm so nice and helpful," Rozanov agreed, then shoved a defenseman from last year's roster, snapping, "What the fuck are you smiling about!"
Cory rushed off to the bathroom as fast as he could, relieved to have it to himself. He was used to showering in front of other guys, obviously. It wasn't a big deal. Or it shouldn't be. But, honestly, he was anxious about a lot of things. The shower being one of them wasn't headline news.
"I have question," came Rozanov's voice.
Wide-eyed, Cory turned toward the change room, but he must have been standing around the corner, politely out of sight. He sighed. "Yes, Eric Gordonyi is my dad," he preempted. "Yes, he trained me."
For a moment, he only heard the rush of the water, then Rozanov said, "Okay? So what. Your dad is a goalie one million years ago. Not my question."
"Oh. Uh, sorry. Go ahead." He rinsed his hair quickly so he would hear the question.
"Where is your juniors team?"
"Madison. Wisconsin."
Rozanov muttered something either too quiet to make out or not in English, then said, "You have a girl back in Madison, Wisconsin?"
Cory's brow furrowed. "Uh, no." He shut off the shower and snagged a towel, fixing it around his waist. "I haven't really had time lately. Why?"
When he stepped out of the shower room, Rozanov was leaned against the wall beside the entrance, his phone out and tapping against his leg.
"So if we go out to pick up some girls at a bar or something, no one will be sad?"
His eyes went wide. Cory wasn't unpopular back in Madison. He got asked to the parties that everyone on the team got asked to. He wasn't the sort of guy that got specifically asked, though. Certainly not by number one draft picks. "I, um. I'm not twenty-one." His brow furrowed. "Neither are you."
"You don't have fake ID?" Rozanov looked him over, appraising in a way that made Cory tighten the towel around his waist. He blew a raspberry. "Tough to get on short notice. Maybe we can sneak you in back door or something."
Cory ducked his head and hurried to his stall. "I shouldn't be partying," he said. "I really need to do well here if I want to get on the roster."
Rozanov groaned dramatically. "What was your draft ranking?" he asked.
Something sank heavy in his gut. "Sixty-one," he mumbled.
"Sixty-one," Rozanov repeated, like it was no big deal. "And you are not better than Izzy, so you will not be on starting roster." The words rolled off his tongue like nothing and lodged, barb-like, in Cory's spine. "You will play preseason, definitely. You are baby, so you will go back to juniors after, but you are goalie so we will probably call you up if we have playoff run."
Cory realized that he was just standing facing his stall, still wearing a towel, staring down at his folded street clothes. He realized he was about to fucking cry. He counted his breaths.
Rozanov said, "Next year maybe they will start you."
He managed to reach down to grab his boxers, hand shaking. "I can be better than Izzy," he choked.
Then, out of nowhere, "What will your father do if you aren't on the roster?"
If he cried in front of Ilya Rozanov, he was going to fucking kill himself. Cory said a silent apology to his old psychologist as he thought it. He yanked his boxers on, then his t-shirt. "I don't know," he muttered. "Nothing. Freak out. I don't know."
"Okay," Rozanov murmured. He said nothing else as Cory dressed, only murmured directions as they made their way to the parking lot and into a cherry red Mustang.
"Are we going to a bar?" Cory asked when they were already five minutes out from the arena.
Rozanov glanced at him only briefly. "No. Not today. Maybe by end of camp we can get you fake ID. Unless you don't want to go pick up girls. It's okay if you don't."
His dad would kill him if he passed up the chance to be friends with Ilya Rozanov. "No," Cory said. "We should do it. Toward the end of camp. I'll have this all in the bag by then, right?"





The Tennis Club
	Rozanov
	who here is most anxious people

	Danilov
	why is your english getting worse?

	Rozanov
	hollander obviously who else

	Hollander
	fuck you

	McGee
	casey
	hunter
	villa

	Hunter
	do you fucking mind

	McGee
	lowkey archer but we dont talk about that
	paulsen

	Villa
	list of people who would murder mcgee in real life

	McGee
	oh and price obvi

	Archer
	why are you asking

	Rozanov
	my anxiety nightmare baby i think i freak him out

	Hunter
	what the fuck did you do to him

	Rozanov
	not too much! i am careful
	i try to ask him about girls but he is too anxious about hockey

	Hollander
	uh yeah?? it's training camp and i'm guessing he wasn't on the roster last year

	Rozanov
	see this is why i ask
	you understand the mind of anxiety nightmare baby

	Villa
	hollzy gets dibs on murdering roz in real life tho

	Hollander
	let him fucking focus on camp jesus christ
	if he ends up on the team you can catch him later
	nobody needs to be thinking about this shit right now

	McGee
	oh snap







Jules Deschamps
He did go out with the team after the first day. He was being sociable. Mostly, he hung with the other defensemen. The Nomads had tapped nineteen defensemen for training camp, but only eight would make it onto the roster, so there was a constant air of evaluation among them. One of the older guys lost speed too early in practice. There was an Estonian that didn't speak English well enough and was missing instructions on the ice and conversation off the ice. A couple of the younger rookies couldn't hold their booze. A trade out of Phoenix had pissed off one of the veterans running his mouth a few nights ago.
All things considered, Jules thought he was doing okay.
Toward the end of camp, he ended up with a handful of them at a crowded high top table in a bar near the arena, debating whether Nashville had the right draft picks for a rebuild. A phone on the table buzzed, but no one reached for it. It buzzed again. Then again.
Berggren, the Swede, had gone to the bar for another drink. He'd been distracted all evening looking at this phone. When Jules peeked at the screen, it showed an icon of a gray shield on a black background, but no text or description of the alert. It flashed one more time.
He let himself be drawn into the conversation again, but when Berg rejoined them, Jules broke away and mentioned, "Hey, your phone's been going off."
Berg picked it up, glanced at the screen, then tucked it away. "Ah, my ex, probably," he said, shrugging. "She's been messaging a lot."
It hadn't looked like a messaging app, but Jules didn't push. "She is not accepting that you are broken up?" he asked.
"No, nothing like that," Berg said. He looked vaguely uncomfortable. "It wasn't very serious, but she is having a hard time. She's sad."
"It's nice you're still talking to her then."
Jules let it drop. Finished his beer. Headed for the bar and ordered another.
"Hey, are you with the Nomads?" came a woman's voice while he waited for the bartender. Jules turned and saw a slim blonde woman with pink, glossy lips and narrow eyes. Her sequined tank top bared modest cleavage and the edge of a lacy blue bra.
"Ah, yes," he said. "For training camp. I traded this year."
Her face lit up. "Oh, I love your accent," she said. "Where are you from?"
"Quebec City." Out of the corner of his eye, Jules could see a few guys from the table noticing him talking to her, maybe curious, maybe jealous. She was a good looking woman. "I'm Jules," he offered.
Her name was Laura. She practiced her rusty high school French on him, and Jules only corrected her enough for it to be fun, enough that she needed to lean closer to hear him pronounce the words.
When he left with her, he noticed Berg leaned against the brick wall outside, phone pressed to his ear. "I don't mind, okay? I'm just out with the team right now," he said, voice pitched low enough that Jules almost missed the next words: "And you should be with yours."





The Tennis Club
	Lorenzo
	ok i might have smth

	Williams
	dont believe u but ok

	Lorenzo
	ok no hear me out

	Villa
	bro give up
	chicago is like the gay hockey bermuda triangle

	Lorenzo
	this one rookie uses hair conditioner

	Archer
	youre joking right

	Williams
	LOL

	Hollander
	wait is that a gay thing?

	Archer
	OMG no its not

	Kowalski
	no no hes got a point

	Hunter
	well if kowalski agrees

	Lorenzo
	ugh

	Kowalski
	what??

	Archer
	tough break man

	Rozanov
	hollander stop googling about gay hair conditioner

	Hollander
	i'm not

	Rozanov
	my rookie who is gay for real is going to bar with me tonight
	when he is bad with girls then i can catch yes?

	Williams
	what if hes bi

	Rozanov
	he is not
	i would know my own people

	Hunter
	please take this seriously







Victor Lundin
"You have to act like you want it," Karin said as she tugged her top off. She turned around.
Obediently, Victor reached up to unclasp her bra. "I do want it," he insisted. "Of course I do."
She slipped the bra off, then passed it and the shirt to him to fold and put away. "You want to play hockey," she sighed. "but you could play hockey in Stockholm. You don't care about LA."
"I care about you."
Karin gave him a strange look over her shoulder, like she was making fun. She plucked two dresses from the closet, then held each to either side of her. One was a shimmery emerald green with a gauzy draped fabric and thin straps. The other was navy blue, strapless and structural with black lace flowers. She made a questioning noise, holding one forward and then the other. Victor considered each dress. She looked good in anything, he thought, but she had lost a lot of weight for her new contract and was much smaller-chested now. Those strapless dresses looked strange without tits to prop up, he thought.
"Green" he decided.
She leaned in and pressed her lips to his in thanks, then handed him the blue dress.
"You don't understand team dynamics," he told her as he put it away. "It's not social climbing or even competitive. It's collaborative. I've made good connections with the team. They wouldn't schedule me for so many preseason games if they weren't serious about a contract."
Karin slipped into the green dress, then turned for him to zip it. "I hope so. I feel like we can't make any decisions about our relationship until we know."
She meant the ring in Victor's sock drawer. She knew where it was and what it looked like, had told him specifically which one she wanted. She also told him not to even think about proposing until he had a contract with the Los Angeles Reign.
"I still think you should have invited the coach," she insisted. "What could it hurt?"
It could have hurt a lot, but Victor didn't try to argue further. It was too late now anyway. They had one free weekend between the end of regular camp and his first preseason game, and Karin was going to make sure they were photographed with some minor celebrities. This part of her plan made a lot more sense — popularity among fans would do better than sucking up to the coach directly.
She stood in front of the full-length mirror, smoothing her hands over her hips. "Do you think I should get a butt lift?" Karin squeezed her butt through the dress. "A lot of women here have gotten them, but I'm worried it will make me look fat."
Victor quickly identified at least three traps in the question. "You should ask your agent," he decided.
Karin smiled. Right answer. She motioned him closer. "Unzip me," she said. "We haven't had sex in a while. We have time before the party."
Hm. Maybe wrong answer after all.





The Tennis Club
	Hollander
	so did anyone else get caught the way Rozanov and i did?

	Williams
	no baby u 2 fucking at ASG was crazy lmao
	weve never caught 2 at the same time before

	Rozanov
	is more like i caught hollander i should get credit for this

	Williams
	and the award for most clockable goes TO...

	Danilov
	archer. he says he caught me but is other way around
	i had to grab his dick before he figured it out

	Hunter
	do they teach cruising at russian hockey academies or something?

	Rozanov
	kind of

	Danilov
	little bit

	Rozanov
	is like being too small on childrens team
	you learn to sharpen edges

	Vrubel
	dont let yams make you feel bad XD
	i caught him bc he tried to hit on another player
	i had to save him b4 the guy could figure out what he was doing

	Williams
	IN MY DEFENSE i was wasted af
	and sad abt going to ontario

	Vrubel
	little sad drunk queer baby

	Williams
	T______T
	dads hes picking on me again







Cory Gardonyi
The team moved around him in the locker room like fish through the glass of an aquarium, a flurry of movement, stripping out of pads, bumping against each other, laughing.
A hand landed on his shoulder. The captain, Hammersmith, bent low and murmured in his ear, "It wasn't that bad, rook."
He thought he bobbed his head or something, enough to get the guy to move on. Cory finally started tugging off his pads, mechanical. It was that bad. What was he going to tell his dad? He'd done okay the past three exhibition games they'd dressed him for, though he hadn't had much ice time. Not spectacular, but he hadn't embarrassed himself. But tonight...
Somehow, Cory got himself through a shower and into some clothes. Almost skipped the cafeteria, but he knew he was starving, somewhere under the dread. Found himself sitting alone at a circular table with a turkey wrap in front of him. He didn't even really like turkey.
Cory figured the other guys would steer clear of him, his misery apparent to anyone with eyes, but after a few minutes, Rozanov dropped into the chair next to him, slouching with a chocolate protein shake in his hand. His eyes flitted between Cory and his untouched tray and then, without speaking, he reached over and swapped it for his shake.
"Easier when you don't want to eat," he advised.
He took a sip. "Thanks," he mumbled.
Rozanov had been shockingly nice to him this whole time. They had gone out toward the end of regular camp, and when Cory was too awkward to walk up to a girl on his own, Rozanov disappeared onto the dance floor and appeared moments later with two gorgeous women that wanted to dance with both of them. He wasn't a great dancer, but he'd had a couple of drinks and it was fun. They didn't even leave with the girls, just got their numbers and left before it got too late.
"You have a roommate, yes?" he asked around a mouthful of turkey wrap.
Cory frowned. "We're driving back tonight, aren't we?"
Rozanov waved a hand at him. "In Boston," he said.
"Oh. Yeah. Zeman."
He hummed. "Come to my place tonight." It sounded more like an instruction than an offer.
"What? Why?"
Rozanov rolled his eyes. "Because you need to freak out. Do you want to freak out in front of Zeman?"
Cory finally thought to glance around them to see if anyone else was paying attention. The rest of the team seemed engrossed in their own conversations. Normally, people swarmed Rozanov. "No, I guess not," he admitted.
"Okay." Like it was as simple as that.
Rozanov stood then, slapping a hand onto Cory's shoulder and giving him a little shake. Then he took the tray of food and went to sit with a winger named Marleau.
So he kept it together through a two hour bus ride, sat next to another goalie who slept through the whole trip. Then, instead of getting onto the second bus to the hotel, he got into Rozanov's car and continued to keep it together for a fifteen minute drive to his apartment.
It was a nice apartment, spacious and modern. Rozanov was still on an entry-level contract, but he probably had one hell of a performance bonus last year. "You want a drink?" he offered.
Cory almost refused on reflex, but what did it matter now? Preseason was over. "Yeah. Thanks."
Rozanov pulled a bottle of vodka from the freezer, poured a bit into two glasses then, eyeing Cory with a smirk, he pulled a bottle of orange juice from the fridge and poured it into one of the glasses. Unexpectedly, he passed the one with straight vodka to Cory. "What are you thinking?" he asked.
He stared down into the clear liquid. Tossed the whole glass back in one shot. It might be rude. It was probably fancy vodka. It hardly burned at all going down. "I'm not going to make the roster."
Rozanov took the glass from him, then passed him the one with juice. "No, you won't," he agreed. He poured more vodka into the empty glass, then headed for the sitting area with it.
"I really thought I could fight my way in."
"Most guys start in AHL or Juniors," Rozanov told him. "It's normal." He dropped onto the couch.
Cory followed him but didn't sit. "That's easy for you to say," he snapped, a little shocked to hear his own tone. "You'll never see the AHL."
Rozanov shrugged. "No," he agreed. "I'm not normal. I'm..." He waved a hand, like he was flipping through a catalog of English words and finding them all lacking. "Special."
"Okay," Cory scoffed. "Great." He took another drink. He suddenly, desperately, wanted to be drunk.
"You are talented," Rozanov told him. "But you are young."
"You're a year older than me!"
"And I play center. And I am special."
Cory's legs suddenly didn't want to hold him anymore. He sat heavily onto the couch next to Rozanov. "My dad's been texting me," he said. "I don't know what to tell him."
He snorted. "Tell him the nineties are over and nobody starts goalies first year now." Rozanov took a sip of his vodka, then set it on the coffee table. He stayed leaned forward, twisting toward Cory with his elbows on his knees. "Listen. If he thinks you should start this year, he is crazy. Would be terrible for you. You need another year. Okay? Just another year, then you will be good."
They hadn't turned on many lights on their way into the place, just a light over the door, one over the sink, and one lamp by the couch. In the dim light, Cory suddenly became aware of how close they were sitting, how kind Rozanov's face looked in the orange glow of the lamp. For as cruelly blunt as his words could sound, he looked like he really cared.
Before he really knew what he was doing, Cory leaned forward and kissed him.
It only lasted a second, barely a brush of lips, dry. Then he realized what he'd done and jerked back, eyes going wide. "I'm sorry," he blurted, looking at the drink in his hand as if less than two drinks might be to blame for the bizarre turn of events. "I don't know why I did that."
Rozanov's eyebrows crept higher. "You don't?" he demanded loudly.
"What?"
"You don't know," Rozanov said.
"Don't know what?"
"That you are..." He waved a hand toward Cory impatiently.
"That I'm what?"
Rozanov collapsed back against the couch with a noisy exhalation and muttered something in Russian. He rubbed both hands over his face.
"Look, I'm sorry," Cory said. "I shouldn't have done that. Please don't tell anyone. I can leave."
"No, no, no," Rozanov whined, reaching a hand for him without taking the other off his face. He caught Cory by the elbow. He peeked at him from under his fingers. "You don't know you're gay?"
Holy shit. Ilya Rozanov thought he was gay. Which made sense. Cory fucking kissed him. Why had he done that? "I'm not," he protested.
"Gardonyi," he said, like a scolding.
Cory looked around the apartment again, like he was seeing it for the first time, then at the drink in his hand. Rozanov brought him back here. Took him out dancing. "Oh my god," he realized. "Have you been hitting on me?"
Rozanov's eyes went wide in alarm.
Shit. He'd just called Ilya Rozanov gay. "Sorry, no, of course you weren't!"
"I wasn't hitting on you!" he insisted, sounding panicked. "Was just trying to check if you were gay!"
"What! Why!"
"Because —!" And then Rozanov just stared at him like a trapped wild animal.
Cory waited. Neither of them said anything for an excruciating length of time. When he couldn't handle the weight of the silence anymore, he asked, "Are you gay?"
"No," Rozanov answered immediately. He looked away. Let out a slow breath. "But... I know other players that are. All in secret, of course. If you are, I can get them to talk to you. To help."
"Oh." He mulled through that, brain fuzzier than a drink and a half could justify. Cory realized that he didn't really believe Rozanov about not being gay, but he wouldn't say so. "That's, um, that's really nice of you, I guess." Cory tried to think about that two second pathetic kiss, but it almost stung to do so. He downed the rest of his drink and put the glass on the coffee table. "Can I think about it?" he asked.
Rozanov was watching him, his expression soft. "Yes," he said. "Of course."
Cory chewed on his lip. "Why did you think I was?"
An uneasiness settled over Rozanov's expression, and he seemed to deliberate on his answer before finally explaining, "It was nothing in particular. You reminded me of someone I know who is."





The Tennis Club
	Cohen
	no catches here but im officially starting for toronto

	Archer
	congrats dude

	Lorenzo
	u deserve it <3
	im hoping for injury callups at least
	if any of u love me kill a chicago defenseman this year

	Paulsen
	for you? i'll try my best. any other roster changes? kowalski?

	Villa
	hes starting im not
	the defense economy is fucked rn

	Williams
	2 real T_T

	McGee
	ok but whats worse
	too many defensemen or too many bottoms

	Price
	bottoms

	Martin
	it's like the universe hates me specifically......

	Hollander
	we'll get you on the roster next year for sure!

	Williams
	PRICE

	Danilov
	they extended my two way so i am just waiting for another stomach flu

	Villa
	or for mcgee to kill another goalie

	McGee
	lmaoooo did they put him thru waivers??

	Kowalski
	ya

	Villa
	no u killed him
	send flowers to his wife







Jules Deschamps
Laura had a small cluster of freckles on the inside of her left knee. Jules pressed his mouth to them before he got rid of the condom and settled beside her on the bed. She rolled half on top of him immediately, grinning. "I'm glad you came over," she murmured. "I didn't think you would."
He hadn't been planning on it, figuring he would be too worn out after the game. Maybe he should have known. He'd barely touched the ice.
Jules slid a hand over her belly, letting his thumb brush the piercing over her navel. After tonight, he was sure they had to have a conversation, already suspected how it would go. "Can I ask you something?" he said, trying to keep his tone light.
She hummed.
"When you came up to me in the bar. Was it because I'm tall or because I'm with the Nomads?"
Laura pulled back, pushing up onto an elbow to give him a skeptical look. "What do you mean?"
Jules shrugged a shoulder. "You didn't like my personality from across the room," he joked. Then added, "I'm not judging you," because it sounded like he was.
"You're asking if I'm a puck bunny," she concluded.
He opened his mouth. Closed it. "Not in the way you think. Just... if that's why, you probably want to marry an MLH player, right? That's usually it." It was a sort of career trajectory, he knew, for some women. Marry young, be a WAG, be rich, have babies.
She laughed, but it didn't sound amused. "I'm not asking for a proposal," she insisted.
"Hey. Hey, I know," Jules tried to reassure. He thought he was probably going at this wrong. He caught her hand and held it. "I just don't want you to waste your time, if that's what you want."
Laura settled against him again, frowning. "You don't want to get married."
Jules sighed. "They're going to send me to Iowa."
"Oh." That seemed to catch her off-guard. "They already told you?"
He shook his head. "They have too many defensemen, and I'm middle of the pack. That's all. I know."
"You don't think they'll call you up?"
"They might." Jules hoped they would. "Or they might trade me across the country next year. Right now, we are like a cheap bonus they can add on a trade. Oh, our winger for your goalie? No? How about our winger and two defensemen."
Laura went quiet, her head pillowed on his shoulder. Headlights from outside streaked across the ceiling of her apartment. It was a studio, but very nicely kept. "I guess we won't see each other anyway when you go back to Iowa," she said, which was answer enough.
"No," he agreed.
He left soon after that. There was a group chat for the guys playing preseason, which reported that a bunch of them were still at a bar not far from Laura's place. He would still be playing with a good number of them this season, in Iowa. And, honestly, Jules didn't want to be alone.
The route to the bar brought him down the alley. From the shadows, a familiar Swedish accent was saying, "Of course I'm not surprised. We knew they would put you on the roster."
Jules slowed. With the angle of the light, the positioning of a dumpster in the alley, they couldn't see one another. The phone call he overheard the night he met Laura had been nagging at the back of his mind. It could be a woman in a sport. He didn't think it was.
"Sweetheart, I don't know what you're upset about," Berg said.
A few years ago, a guy on the AHL team in Utica had come out as gay. He was busted down to the ECHL before the season was out. He knew about another ECHL player who got outed in Kansas around the same time. He was still playing, the last time Jules checked, but no one thought he would move up.
In a shockingly desperate tone, Berg said, "Eli, I need you to let it go. Please. I'm sorry."
It would be so easy, to go up to this guy, to say, I know about you. To say, Me, too. To say, I don't want to be alone in this.
But, just as Laura had observed, it wouldn't matter soon. Jules would go to Iowa, and then what would it matter? Berggren obviously had his own troubles with someone else — some hockey player. What could they ever be to each other but a shared pain?
So Jules walked away.





The Tennis Club
	Rozanov
	i have a question

	McGee
	no you cant psychicly tell whos a top or bottom

	Rozanov
	fuck off
	serious question

	Casey
	ill believe it when i see it.

	Rozanov
	we have ahl and mhl yes but what about others

	Hunter
	it would be hard to catch anyone out of echl i think

	Rozanov
	what about juniors
	if someone sent back down

	Casey
	oh thats fine
	cohen was ncaa for a few months after we caught him

	Williams
	wait did u actually catch someone??

	Rozanov
	maybe
	he is thinking about it

	Hunter
	he doesn't want to join the club?

	Rozanov
	no thinking about if he is gay

	McGee
	omg no

	Casey
	what do you mean?

	McGee
	hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

	Casey
	what did you tell him?

	McGee
	u no what this is on us
	language barrier got us

	Rozanov
	i tell him nothing! he kissed me!

	McGee
	catch doesn't mean fucking RECRUIT YOU MANIAC

	Williams
	he kissed you and he doesnt know if hes gay??

	Rozanov
	i thought he knew
	lucky i am so sexy he could not help it

	McGee
	lorenzo ur in luck
	we just send roz to chicago

	Casey
	did you tell him about the club?

	McGee
	hell turn the whole team gay in a week

	Villa
	this is fucking crazy guys

	Rozanov
	i say i know some gay hockey players so if he is gay i can introduce them
	i am very responsible!! i take catch very serious

	Hollander
	turning people gay isnt a thing
	right?

	McGee
	oh i cant be here for this lmao







Victor Lundin
They did one last combined team breakfast, the new roster and the guys who would stay in Ontario, at a restaurant on a rooftop in LA, not too far from Victor and Karin's new apartment. It was still a drive. Everything, he'd realized, was a drive in LA. With his new contract, Karin thought they should get a car service. Apparently lots of people used them.
The guys that didn't make the roster, understandably, were a little put out. The MLH had apparently accidentally acquired too many defensemen in the past couple of years, so the Canadian, Williams, was being sent back down to the AHL again. By appearances, he was being a good sport about it.
On impulse, Victor took the seat next to him instead of Steensen, who he would play wing to this year. "Hey," he greeted. "How are you doing?"
Williams had a big, friendly smile on his face, and looked like he was about to say, fine, just a platitude. Then he closed his mouth, narrowed his eyes at Victor, and admitted, "A little disappointed. But I'm still on my ELC, so I'll be fine until next year."
"You have a good attitude," Victor observed. "It makes people like you. That's important."
The smile spread wide again, crinkling the corners of Williams's eyes.
A veritable herd of wait staff appeared, passing out mimosas indiscriminately. Apparently drinking and driving was more acceptable in the US. Or else, simply more acceptable among pro athletes.
"Congrats on your contract," he said. "They would have been stupid not to sign you. Plus, I heard you got papped with your hot girlfriend already. They're gonna put you in the video game, I bet."
"Ha. Maybe." He ducked his head. "She is my fiancee now."
"Wow, congrats on that, too, then." Williams didn't look surprised at all. Victor wondered how many MLH players got engaged right after signing a contract like his. Probably a lot of them. It was expected.
He'd popped the question in a very expensive French restaurant the night after he signed. Karin debated, right there in the restaurant, whether he should redo the proposal in a more public place, better for pictures, but she was too enamored with the ring, took photos of their hands clasped next to champagne glasses, the diamond centered in the frame. They both drank a lot, and she didn't even want to have sex when they got home. They didn't do it a lot, which was fine by Victor. He suspected she mostly asked for it because it was something they were supposed to do.
As food came around to the various tables, Victor indulged himself for a few minutes in thinking that Williams was a good looking guy. It felt safe, since he was going back to Ontario after this. Might get called up for a few games, but mostly they wouldn't see one another.
Then another winger called his name from across the rooftop, demanding that he come settle a dispute over whether Steensen was lying about the Danish he was teaching them.
"Hey, I'll see you," he said to Williams, and left, because it was something he was supposed to do.





The Tennis Club
	Rozanov
	boys this is gardonyi
	you will be nice to him or i will murder you

	Gardonyi
	hi

	Hunter
	hey welcome to the club rook
	scott hunter admirals

	Martin
	welcome!! jeremy martin laval rocket

	Archer
	mark archer dallas. roz said youre in juniors this year. where are you playing?

	Gardonyi
	oh wow
	sorry i mean madison wisconsin
	i just didnt think it would be like
	like rozanov AND scott hunter AND mark archer

	Hollander
	hey welcome to the club! Shane Hollander Montreal

	Gardonyi
	oh my god

	Lorenzo
	hey im not a celebrity lmao but im in rockford so were pretty close to each other
	phil lorenzo

	Price
	ryan price tampa. nice to meet you!

	Hunter
	west coast guys are probably still asleep and im guessing some of the youngsters are hungover gearing up for regular season
	did roz explain everything to you?

	Rozanov
	of course i did i told you i am very good at catch
	dony tell them how nice i help you

	Lorenzo
	blink twice if you need help

	Gardonyi
	dont tell anyone, last names only, dont fall in love with anyone?

	Martin
	wait sorry wait is that how he said it??

	Rozanov
	no no i said it different way

	Hunter
	uh huh

	Archer
	theres some rules about sex too if thats something you want to do but no pressure

	Rozanov
	omg you are going to give him panic attack
	i am introducing him very gentle
	you cant say sex to him he is a baby

	Gardonyi
	im 18!

	Rozanov
	he is my son

	Lorenzo
	oh dont do that
	thats gonna get weird so fast

	Rozanov
	yams calls everyone his dads all the time

	Price
	i think thats a sex thing tbh

	Martin
	XD

	Rozanov
	stop saying sex to my son!!

	Gardonyi
	what are the sex rules?

	Hollander
	post std results to the chat, use condoms, no fucking during playoffs

	Vrubel
	hey new person welcome! dominik vrubel anaheim
	wait are you eric gardonyis kid?

	Gardonyi
	ya

	Vrubel
	i played with him my rookie year before he retired lol
	what a dick. i fucking hated that guy
	no offense

	Hunter
	jesus vrub

	Gardonyi
	lol no its cool
	really cool actually


          [image: Despite being 6’3” and broad shouldered, Gardonyi kind of looks like a greyhound in a sweater. He has watery blue eyes and reddish blond hair that is buzzed short.]        

                                  













      











Cory

Gardonyi
                    a.k.a. "anxiety nightmare baby"                  




                Madison Capitols

Madison, WI, USA              

                                                	#47                  	G                
                                  	 6’3”                   	 192lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	February 1992,  Oak Park, IL, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                                                            
                                       	Caught:                    	2011, Rozanov                  
                              


                "Oh my god," he realized. "Have you been hitting on me?"              













      

  












      Chapter 5: Kowalski
  


    Chapter Summary

    First half of the regular season, 2011, with Keith Kowalski.
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            [image: Kowalski is so aggressively blond it's blinding. His eyelashes are practically translucent, and there's a certain puffiness to the skin under his eyebrows that has his eyes vanishing a little. He has an absolutely beatific, unselfconscious smile that shows all of his teeth and gums.]        

                                  











  










Keith

Kowalski
                                      




                Phoenix

Hellhounds

Phoenix, AZ, USA              

                                                	#53                  	G                
                                  	 6'3"                  	 216lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	December 1989,  Madison, WI, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Tucson Roadrunners (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2010, Williams                  
                              


                He did indeed find Kowalski with three to five crab cakes stuffed in his face              







It made sense to let Villa keep the couch, on account of Keith being the one that moved away and on account of a couch being a pain in the ass to move. And on account of Keith making a buttload more money on his new contract. But it was a good couch, he reflected as he smushed his face into the soft leather of the armrest. He kind of missed it.
"McGee is trying to message you," Villa announced from his spot on the floor. He'd tried to lay on top of Keith earlier, but it was too hot. Even laying around in their underpants with the air conditioner blasting, it was too fucking hot. Villa had a bare foot resting on his lower back, and that was as much as Keith could tolerate at the moment.
"What's he want?"
"He wants..." He paused dramatically, then kicked Keith in the butt. "...you to message him! Open the fucking app — I'm not your secretary!"
Keith whined. He dug his phone out of his pocket and opened the app. Typed Keith22 into the login. His phone buzzed once in his hand. Invalid password. His brow furrowed.
"Fuck, I changed my password," he remembered.
"Why, did you forget it again?"
"No. It had my jersey number in it, but they gave me a new jersey number for the Hellhounds."
Villa didn't say anything for long enough that Keith looked over and saw him staring, one corner of his mouth tipped into a smile, thick eyebrows quirked down. Villa was always bronzed almost brown this time of year, face and forearms darkest, fading into lighter shades up his biceps to his chest. He buzzed his dark hair short for the heat. Keith would do the same, but he had a weird shaped head.
"What?" Keith asked.
"Nothing, baby. Did you just change it to your new number?"
"Yeah, I think so." Then frowned again. Fuck, what was his new jersey number?
"Fifty-three," Villa said.
Keith sighed. "Thanks."
Keith53
The app opened.





McGee
	McGee
	when r u flying in to sanfran?
	i wanna go out







He whined again. "Which app is the stupid calendar in?"
Villa heaved up off the floor and flopped onto his back, grabbing at his phone.
"Noooo," Keith protested, squirming under him.
Teeth dug gently into his bare shoulder. "Stop whining and I'll fuck you when I'm done."
Keith went boneless under him to signal his surrender and passed his phone over. When Villa put it back in his hand, the encrypted app was open.





McGee
	McGee
	when r u flying in to sanfran?
	i wanna go out

	Kowalski
	flight lands 4pm the 7th
	leaving 1pm the 9th
	prob should wait to go out til after the game
	dont wanna make a bad impression first game of the season

	McGee
	villa?

	Kowalski
	lmao ya







Villa's mouth pressed against the back of his neck, the spot that always made him chub up. "Make him take you to a tennis court before the game so it looks normal for you to hang out later," he said. He rubbed his hands over Keith's ribs. "Micky doesn't give a shit about club rules. Don't let him get you in trouble, okay? And don't let him get you too drunk. And don't take any drugs from him."
"Okay," he agreed. "I like tennis anyway. It's good practice for like..." He motioned like he was snatching a puck out of the air, but his phone slipped out of his hand at the movement, clattering onto the floor. "Fuck."
"Did you just break another phone," Villa laughed, his chest shaking against Keith's back. He leaned up, peeking over the edge of the couch. The movement ground his dick against Keith's ass through the fabric of their underwear. "No, it's fine," he reported.
Keith squirmed under him again, pushing his ass up. "Okay, good. Now, you said..."
Villa grabbed his hips and bit his shoulder again. "Yeah," he agreed. "I said."





The Tennis Club
	Gardonyi
	hey how do u send pics here

	Vrubel
	you can't

	Gardonyi
	oh
	really?

	Villa
	lmao good point
	what year is it

	Rozanov
	what do you need to send pics for
	pics of what

	Williams
	babys first dick pic <3

	Villa
	wheres hunter
	admin can we get some pics in this bitch

	Gardonyi
	NO not dick pics lmao
	just pics of whatever

	Williams
	whatever
	lol sure
	8========D~~~~

	Vrubel
	you can just watch porn you know

	Hollander
	can we even get app updates?

	Gardonyi
	i didnt mean dick pics!!

	Rozanov
	stop picking on him

	Hollander
	i wouldn't want to risk the app security

	Villa
	i think we deserve dick pics
	and i think mlh players shouldnt get a vote <3

	Kallio
	Wait why don't we get a vote?

	Lorenzo
	bc you guys fuck all the time
	some of us have blue balls

	Kallio
	Well I think pictures are a good idea.

	Villa
	ok kal gets a vote but no one else







"You look fucking stupid," McGee complained.
Keith glanced down at his tennis outfit. White polo shirt, black athletic shorts, sneakers. He'd seen lots of people wear stuff like this on a tennis court.
"And I look stupid," Micky added, huffing. He was wearing a blue t-shirt with white running shorts. He hefted his racket over his shoulder. "I fucking hate tennis."
Like he'd told Villa, Keith actually liked tennis, and he was good at it. It was just reflexes. All the little rules was the hard part, plus the weird scoring system, but it wasn't hard to convince Micky to just camp out in front of the ball cannon and whack 'em for a while. That was his favorite kind of tennis, and they kept at it until they'd worked up a good sweat.
"I'm hungry," Keith announced.
"Thank god." Micky tossed his racket none-too-gently at his duffel bag. "I deserve a rimjob after that. We shouldn't have to do this bullshit."
They ate first, got burgers at the clubhouse. Showered and changed into street clothes. Then they went back to McGee's, and Keith rimmed him until his legs shook. When it seemed like he wanted more, Keith pulled back, wiped his mouth, and asked, "You want me to fuck you?"
Micky peeked at him over his shoulder, smirking. "Not as bad as you want me to fuck you," he decided, so that's what they did.
He asked Keith, later that night, four drinks in after they'd managed to wander out from the other teammates they went out with. "Were you thinking about it?" Grinning, hanging onto his elbow. "When I took that shot at you second period? Thinking about how I already got one past you today?"
It was the only puck he got past the whole game, through the five hole, and Kowalski sat on it but slid back past the line. He'd stopped a lot more than that, though. After the game, his captain bonked his helmet and declared, More like The Wall-ski.
Keith shook his head. "I don't really think about much during games."
"No, I bet not." Micky laughed. "Alright, big league. I'm buying you more shots."
Things got fuzzy after that. He didn't get as drunk as Micky, who puked and did a little coke in the bathroom at one point. Keith didn't take any when he offered.
"We should get a girl!" he declared, thumb pressed under his nose. "To share." Then he leaned in close, even though nobody was in the bathroom with them, and loudly whispered, "It's not gay if there's a girl with us."
"I'm not gay," Keith reminded him. "Neither are you."
Micky held his arms wide. "Exactly."
Keith nodded, not sure if he didn't get it or if Micky was just too high to make sense.
They ended up finding a couple of girls — college students, friends. They took them to a different club, because McGee said the DJ at the first place sucked, and they danced and bought them expensive drinks and then they went back to Micky's place and hooked up all together in the living room. Early on, Micky grinned at the girls and asked if they would think it was hot if he and Keith made out. The girls said yes, and so they did, they made out for a long time. Keith sort of lost track of things and grabbed his dick over his pants, so Micky grabbed his wrist and shoved him off and told him to go show his girl a good time.





McGee
	McGee
	bro whered u go
	wtf u were here a few hours ago
	fuckkkk y dont i have ur real number u never look at the chat
	u better not be dead
	villa would kill me







Villa
	Villa
	dude where r u
	y do i have a text from micky saying he lost u
	istg if u got papped last night
	answer ur phone
	he says u were at his house
	did u make it back to ur hotel??

Today, 7:03 AM







Keith's whole body felt weird and tingly as he woke, and then just his left butt cheek. He reached back for it and found his phone, buzzing with notifications. He tried to blink his eyes open, but that felt a little like getting stabbed in the head.
"What the fuck," he mumbled.
"Oh, good morning, sunshine," said a familiar voice.
Keith risked the eyes again, which still hurt, but he was able to make out the bottom of a hotel bed, unmade. He was laying on a towel on the carpet. "I'm dying," he reported to the voice.
The bed creaked, and a moment later he was staring up into the face of his captain. Cap folded his arms over his chest, grinned, and nudged Keith's shoulder with his toe. "You'll live," he declared. "But only if coach doesn't find out how drunk you got last night. Jesus, that's what I get for leaving you alone with McGee."
"Are you in my hotel room?"
"No, you're in my room. I didn't want to leave you unsupervised."
A fuzzy memory returned to him then, taking a call from Cap in the middle of the night, sitting on the curb outside Micky's place waiting to get picked up.
Cap snorted. "Sit up. I'll get you a Tylenol. Let me know if you're gonna puke."
His stomach didn't feel great, but Keith wasn't a puker, generally. He rubbed at his face, then finally looked at his phone, finding a string of texts and three missed calls from Villa.
Villa
	Villa
	dude where r u
	y do i have a text from micky saying he lost u
	istg if u got papped last night
	answer ur phone
	he says u were at his house
	did u make it back to ur hotel??

	Keith
	im good at hotel cap got me

Today, 8:48 AM


Cap came back with a glass of water and a couple of pills, then sat on the end of the bed and watched Keith take them. "Alright, I gotta ask, because I know McGee's got a rep," he said. "You do anything other than drink last night?"
Keith frowned. "We picked up some girls."
"Drugs, Rook," he clarified.
"Oh. No. Just a lot to drink." Then, because he realized he was probably in some sort of trouble, he offered, "I'm sorry."
Cap nodded. "Good. This isn't gonna be a repeat thing, okay? Phoenix isn't fucking California, and team management doesn't think it's cute when we end up in the tabloids after every game. Getting this drunk your first game of the season is a bad fucking look."
"Okay," Keith agreed. "I just did it 'cause Micky wanted to."
"Yeah, well, Micky's gonna get himself in some serious shit one of these days. Don't be him." He stood then and offered Keith a hand up to his feet. Once he was up, he slapped a hand onto his shoulder. "You're a good fucking goalie, Wallski. That means a lot, and you can come to me if you need covering, but I'm not gonna let you burn out either. Got it?"
Keith bobbed his head, which made it swim a little bit. "Got it."
Cap huffed and nudged him back. "Alright. Get out of here. Go call your girlfriend or your mom or whoever's been calling you all morning."











Archer's house was fucking massive, walls of glass windows everywhere and ceilings so tall there were giant sculptures just hanging from them in places. He'd never been over before, though he'd overlapped with Archer a few times when he was called up — always in Phoenix except for one time in Dallas when they'd met up in a hotel because of timing.
"My wife lives on the other side of the property, so you don't have to worry about that," he said, making a vague gesture at the giant window-framed walkway that stretched over the outdoor pool, connecting the two ends of the mansion together.
Keith had forgotten the dude was even married. "She doesn't come over here?"
"These days?" Archer snorted. "Not if she can help it."
He led Keith into a room with a lot of shelves but not a lot of books. Mostly there were trophies and collectibles like helmets, a few small sculptures. He never knew Archer liked art so much. There was a bar cart on the far end.
"You want something to drink?"
Keith shook his head. "I drank too much with McGee."
"Yeah, that'll do it," he laughed. Archer poured himself a glass of whiskey, then dropped onto a big leather couch, knees spread wide.
He was just staring at Keith, not saying anything, so Keith inspected a few of the signed helmets. There was a really old looking Detroit helmet.
"Where's your head at, kid?" Archer asked.
Keith pointed at the helmet. "Is this Gene Maurier?" he asked.
Archer's mouth spread slowly into a smile. He laughed. "Nah. George McDaniels. Shitty handwriting. Probably all the head trauma." He took a drink and waved with the other hand. "Come here."
So he went, let Archer tug him down onto his lap and kissed him. They'd fucked, like, four times last year, and Keith liked the way that Archer seemed really chill but was also a little intense, like a candy you thought was sweet until you hit the sour part that half burned your tongue off.
"You know," he said against Keith's mouth, "I should be mad at you."
Keith frowned. "Why?"
"I would have got a hat trick if it wasn't for you."
He pulled back, brow creased. "When?"
Archer's eyebrows shot up. "When? The shot in overtime!"
Keith shook his head. "No way. That was a lousy shot. Anyone would have got that."
"Wow," he laughed. Archer set his drink aside, then tackled Keith down onto the couch. He hadn't really said it to get a reaction like that, just because it was true, but he was happy with the outcome anyway.





Villa
	Villa
	open the appppppp

Today, 2:15 PM







Villa
	Villa
	r u hooking up w paulsen tonight

	Kowalski
	idk isnt he like
	sad now

	Villa
	ya probably hes getting divorced

	Kowalski
	u think he wants 2?

	Villa
	prob needs a bj now more than ever lol

	Kowalski
	lol ok

	Villa
	when r u getting back i miss youuuuuuu
	plus yams is playing here 2moro if u drive down we could do a 3some

	Kowalski
	prob land afternoon but i got morning skate after

	Villa
	mandatory??

	Kowalski
	cap says i shouldnt skip

	Villa
	UGH
	ok i can drive up to u the 18th n stay a couple days

	Kowalski
	no practice?

	Villa
	its fine







Their first Chicago game, on home ice, was brutal. Almost fifty shots on goal, and he stopped all but three of them. Three was enough, though. The guys jostled him, bonked his helmet, told him he'd played a good game, that it wasn't his fault. Keith had to do media after, and he fucking hated media.
"Kowalski, you've had an incredible start to the season," said a dark-haired lady with a microphone. "Are you worried you'll lose momentum after tonight's loss?"
"Uh, no," he said, still scrubbing sweat from his neck. "I mean, I did pretty good. That was just a lot."
She laughed. "Well, after a night like this, what's your plan for tonight? I heard you got a little rowdy last week in San Francisco."
There had been some picture of him and Micky, more on account of Micky getting attention than him. Keith shook his head. "Nah, I'm going home. I really like my new house. I'm just gonna relax."
He did like the new house. It was big with an in-ground pool and lots of new shiny appliances and it was designed to keep cool without the A/C blasting constantly. He liked it even more when he walked in the door and Villa was there, sprawled on the couch in a pair of Keith's shorts with the TV playing a cooking show.
Villa looked up and grinned. "Hey, if it isn't The Wallski," he said. He reached for Keith with both hands, fingers waggling impatiently.
Keith collapsed onto him, pressing his face into Villa's neck. He was still in his stupid suit pants, though he'd stripped off the jacket and button-up as soon as he got into his car. It was fucked up they still made them wear suits in Arizona. It was fucked up that anyone even lived in Arizona, he thought. Too fucking hot.
Fingers carded through his hair. "Tired?"
He nodded, but he squirmed down the couch until his face was pressed into the front of Villa's shorts.
"Fuck," Villa sighed, hips lifting, dick grinding into his face through fabric.
He had a special training, back in juniors, with a retired MLH goalie who talked a lot about emptying his mind in the net, shutting out the distractions. Then the guy got mad because Keith already had that whole thing in the bag. It came to him easy when he was in the net. And when he was giving head.
It wasn't a lack of focus, more like a total focus, and there was a lot going on when he had his head between someone's legs, man or woman, even with someone he'd done this with as often as Villa. The twitch of his thighs when Keith's tongue traced the vein on the bottom of his cock just right, the way he'd squirm if he paid too much attention to the head too soon or start whining if he spent too long sucking his balls. How his hips would tip if he was in the mood for a finger in his ass.
By the time Villa finished over his tongue and Keith jerked himself off, they were both so lax and sleepy, it was a sort of mutual negotiation to muster the motivation to go to the bedroom.
They'd had separate rooms at their place in Tucson. Villa never slept in his, and he'd taken over Keith's after he moved out. The A/C there was too shitty to let them sleep touching in the summer, but the new house was good for it. He slept better curled around Villa's back.





The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	i can go to the developer and ask about getting pictures added
	but idk if i wanna do it if its just for fucking dick pics

	McGee
	u heard it here first folks
	hunter HATES cock

	Casey
	my sources say otherwise

	Kallio
	I want to send pictures from my hikes.
	I have lots of good pictures and my team gets mad when I send too many to our group chat.

	Lorenzo
	nvm we shouldnt do pics
	its a security thing or whatever hollzy said

	Kallio
	I'm a good photographer!

	Gardonyi
	how abt just to keep the app up to date??
	its weird we cant do it

	McGee
	calling it now anxiety baby is sending nudes to EVERYONE

	Rozanov
	my son would never do this

	Lorenzo
	you gotta stop calling him that

	Hollander
	i asked our IT guy about media storage security
	hunter i'll message you some articles

	Berggren
	I think we deserve dick pics
	it's been a tough year







He hooked up with Vrubel and Williams in LA, then two days later Archer was at his place in Phoenix. Two home games in a row, Villa playing back-to-backs in Tucson, but as soon as they had a few consecutive days in a row off again, Villa was back in Phoenix.
"You don't have practice tomorrow?" Keith asked, because he did, bright and early.
Villa rolled his eyes as he slipped weights onto the curling bar. The new home gym was in the basement, easiest to keep cool. "It's optional. Do you not see me working out?"
Last year, Villa had insisted there was no such thing as an optional practice, not if they wanted to move up out of Tucson. Keith rubbed at the back of his neck and went to the rowing machine. "Is coach easing up?" he asked.
"Coach is coach."
He settled onto the bench and started a set of skull-crushers while Keith got up to a good pace rowing, let the whir of the machine blend into the hiphop drifting from the stereo. He felt like he'd lost track of a puck in traffic, something he needed to have eyes on but didn't.
When his set was done, Villa said, "My schedule's stupid empty for, like, two weeks. One home game this weekend, two next weekend. And you're home, too, after you get back from Denver."
Keith hummed his agreement, because that sounded right. He wasn't great about looking at his schedule ahead of time.
"Well, I was thinking," he said. "You know, after that, you're gonna be on a road trip, then I'm gonna be on a road trip. It's gonna be tough to see each other for a while. But maybe I could come stay for, like, most of next week?"
His brow furrowed. The machine beeped at him as his pace dipped. Keith sped up again. "You don't have practice next week?"
"What is with you and my practice schedule?" Villa laughed. "I can drive back down if it's mandatory."
"It's two hours each way," Keith reminded him.
Villa got up off the bench and came to stand in front of the rowing machine, arms folded over his chest. "Okay? It's my fucking gas money, and I don't hear you offering to drive down to Tucson."
"I'm playing next week. I'm not allowed to miss practice."
"Do you not want me here?" Villa demanded, suddenly furious, apparently. "Because just say so if you don't." When the hell had this turned into an argument?
Keith dropped the rowing handles, letting them clank back against the machine, let it beep at him. "Why are you mad at me?" he asked.
Villa's face was flushing under his tan. "I'm just trying to spend some time with you. Jesus!"
"We're spending time now, and you're yelling at me."
"I'm not..." Villa took a deep breath and lowered his voice. "I know you're off fucking the whole club now, but I basically only get to see Yams a few times a year other than you."
"Are you mad I'm fucking other people?" That had never been a problem for them last year. Hell, they'd had like five threesomes with Williams last year, and they'd both fucked Archer in April.
"No!" He was yelling again. "Jesus, forget it, okay? Can I come here next week or not?"
Keith had no idea what he'd done wrong. "Yeah, of course you can," he mumbled.
Villa sighed and came in closer, straddled his lap on the rowing machine, which was awkward, meant he had to sit all the way down right away. He caught Keith's face in his hands. "I'm sorry, okay?" Villa kissed him chastely. "I'm sorry I yelled. I'm not mad at you."
"Really?"
"Really. Just let me worry about schedules, okay?"





Hollander
	Hollander
	hey i'm gonna be in Phoenix next week
	do you know a good tennis court?

	Kowalski
	ya theres one by my house

	Hollander
	cool. maybe day after the game? will villa be around?

	Kowalski
	he says no gotta be in tucson

	Hollander
	oh is he there now? tell him i say hi

	Kowalski
	hey hollzy its villa
	sorry im gonna miss you!







Hollander liked tennis, too, which was cool. He also liked all the finicky little rules, which was kind of annoying until Keith admitted that he could never remember all that shit and Hollzy said, "Oh. Do you just want me to keep track of everything?" and then it was great.
They'd only met once, at the awards over the summer, and Keith didn't think Hollzy remembered much after the shots they did together. He'd spent almost two hours searching the strip for him with the other guys, hadn't been with the group that found him, but he and Williams had been the ones to babysit him while he puked and put him to bed after.
"I did want to say sorry about that," Hollander said while they were taking a water break. "I never get that drunk. I don't know what I was thinking."
"Hey, my captain had to scrape me off the floor after my last game with Micky," he offered. "He gave me a speech and everything. It was awful. Getting drunk at awards isn't so bad."
Hollzy's mouth tipped into a smile. "I haven't met him yet. McGee, I mean. And, well, I guess I did play him last year, but it was before..." He shrugged. "We're playing next month. Should I be worried?"
Keith considered it. Hollander seemed like a careful sort of dude. Probably he'd be okay with Micky or else they'd drive each other crazy. "He hates tennis," he said, "and he always wants to go out. Villa says I'm not allowed to go out with him anymore."
"Villa says, huh?" Hollzy's eyes narrowed. He looked like he might say something else, but then he nodded at the court. "Come on, last point wins, then we should head back."
They had a few hours before Hollander had to head back to catch his flight, and it was always a little weird, meeting a guy from the club for the first time and figuring out if they were hooking up or not. Villa said Hollander didn't like topping. Keith did sometimes, but not usually. They could always do other stuff, though.
One easy way to find out: "There's a shower in the guest room you can use, or you can come shower with me," Keith offered when they got back to the house. Then, to clarify, "Like, if you wanna mess around or something."
Hollander's eyebrows shot up. "Oh. Uh." He chewed on his lip, then said, "Yeah, okay."
He was a really good-looking guy, a little shorter than Keith but about as broad in the shoulders. The shower was big enough that they didn't need to crowd each other's space, but crowding each other's space was sort of the point, he figured, so once they'd gotten the worst of the sweat off themselves, Keith stepped closer and asked, "Can I kiss you?" and Hollzy nodded and pulled him in.
They made out in the water and rutted against each other. When Keith asked to be fingered and guided Hollzy's hand back to his ass, he hesitated, but then he smiled and nodded and kissed him and asked, "Uh, you, too?"
"Fuck yeah."
And Hollander was good with his fingers, and he sounded fucking sexy when Keith twisted his own, noisy pants and groans. They ended up with Hollander against the shower wall, so Keith needed one hand to hold himself up and Hollzy got his free hand around them both to finish them off.
The water didn't even go cold. The heater at the new house was a champ.
"Can I ask you something?" Hollzy asked later. They'd redressed and were demolishing a couple of protein bowls. He waited for Keith to nod, then said, "What's the deal with you and Villa? Are you, like... I mean, the rule is 'keep it casual,' right? But I heard you two lived together."
Keith nodded. "Yeah, I dunno. Like, it's not like it was weird for us to room together, you know? We were both on the same team, we're basically the same age. He had a shitty apartment, so it was like, okay, just come live with me, man." He shrugged a shoulder.
"So it's still... still casual?"
He speared a piece of chicken with his fork and chewed it while he thought about that. "I guess?" he said. "I mean, we both still fuck whoever. But he's, like, my best friend, too. So what's casual even mean then, you know?"
"And now that you moved, it's still okay?"
Now, that was a great question. Keith hummed, propping his chin on his palm. "I'm kinda, like... maybe worried or something?" he tried to explain. "But maybe it's nothing." He looked up at Hollander, who was a genuinely nice dude as far as he could tell. And he had that weird thing about Rozanov that guys in the club talked about sometimes, so maybe he'd have good ideas about it. He pushed his bowl away.
"Last fall, Villa was fucking dedicated, man. To hockey. Kept talking about us moving up to the Hellhounds together. This summer, you know, like I could tell he was bummed about me moving up without him. But now this year, I can't fucking figure him out, man. It's like he doesn't want it anymore. He's blowing off practices, he's staying here and driving back to Tucson the same day he's got a game. And every time I try to talk to him about it, he blows up at me. We had a big fight last week about him coming here this week, and I was too nervous to bring it up at all this week, but I know he was missing practices he should have gone to."
Hollander had stopped eating, was watching him with a frown. "Where is he when he's blowing off practices?" he asked.
Keith shrugged. "Here."
"So do you think maybe he's just, like, trying to be with you?"
He jiggled his leg under the table, the question making him feel restless. "If he wants to be with me, he should be trying to move up," he said. "You know, if he gets busted to ECHL, they're gonna send him to fucking Missouri? Or, worse, they just trade him fuck-knows-where."
Hollander didn't say anything. They finished the last of their bowls in silence.
"I have another question," Hollzy announced after the dishes were dumped in the sink.
Keith tipped his head toward the living room, so they went and sat down first.
"Do you think the two of you aren't trying to be anything serious because of the club rule," he asked, "or is it a rule because it's, like, not possible for two hockey players to have a serious relationship?"
"Oh," Keith said, because that was a heavy one. "Fuck, I dunno." Then, because it sounded like maybe Hollzy had an idea about it, he asked, "How's it work with you and Rozanov?"
Hollander's eyebrows shot up. "What?" he asked, voice weirdly high.
"I just mean, everyone says you're weirdly intense about each other, you know?"
"They do?" He leaned forward toward Keith. "People are saying that?"
Keith cringed. "Fuck. Maybe I wasn't supposed to tell you that. Sorry."
Hollzy waved a hand. "No, no, it's okay. I wanna know. What are they saying?"
"Well, it's just, like..." He tried to think of how to explain all the little glimpses and impressions he'd gleaned since last winter. "So we see Williams a lot, and he loves knowing everyone's business, right? And it's like the way you got caught together and how you waited to lose your virginity to him..."
"People know about that!" Hollander practically yelled. He covered his face with his hands and moaned. "Oh, my god..."
"Shit," Keith said. "Shit. Sorry. It's no big deal? I mean, everyone knows everyone's business, dude." He felt lousy now. "I could tell you embarrassing shit about any of the guys."
"Yeah, but they think we're breaking the rules."
Maybe they were? But so was fucking McGee with reckless shit, and Villa definitely called him Keith during sex sometimes because 'Kowalski' was too hard to say mid-orgasm, and Keith had called him Joey a few times just to try it out, but it made Villa go owl-eyed, so he usually didn't. "So what? What are they gonna do if you are?"
Hollzy peeked up at him through his hands. "Kick us out?"
Keith shrugged. "I don't think that happens."
"You mean it hasn't happened yet. No one's fucked up that bad yet."
"Hey, chill out, alright? No one's said shit about being mad about it."
Hollander sat up straighter, lowering his hands, and said, urgently, "We're not actually breaking the rules, okay? Can you tell people that? We're totally casual. There's nothing there."
"Really?"
"Really. I just wanted him to be my first because we already talked about it and I, like, had it all set in my head that's how it was gonna go. That's all."
That made sense. Keith nodded. "Alright, if anyone asks, I'll tell them."
"Thank you." Hollzy shifted restlessly, hands clenched on his knees. "And I'm sorry about what's going on with Villa. I don't know if there's a good answer, but maybe just try talking to him about it. You know, about the fact that you want him to be on the Hellhounds with you."
"You think so?"
Hollzy bobbed his head. "I'm awful with this kind of stuff, but sometimes it's easiest if you just say what you mean, you know? You seem like you're pretty good at that. To me, at least."
Keith nodded. "Just, like, tell him how I feel."
"Yeah. Maybe practice beforehand? I do that sometimes."
"That's smart." He looked Hollander over again. He really was a good, solid dude. Keith was glad to know him. "You're real smart, Hollzy."





The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	ok everyone except kallio say one thing other than dick pics you want to send pictures of

	Williams
	mcgees tabloid photos

	McGee
	jealous?
	warm cali weather while u east coast boys freeze ur nips off

	Berggren
	ass pics

	Gardonyi
	just memes n jokes n shit

	Hollander
	it would have made real estate shopping a lot easier last summer

	Lorenzo
	corn
	in case cohen is missing it

	Cohen
	lmao weird canadian shit that happens at tim hortons
	last week i saw a lady smoking meth in front of one
	like just on the sidewalk

	Hollander
	meth is not a canadian thing

	Cohen
	then y was it happening at tim hortons

	Danilov
	i could share pictures when i get back from moscow

	Rozanov
	did anyone see hollanders last underwear commercial?
	if not i should send you picture
	but instead you have to go google shane hollander underwear
	not very security

	Hollander
	fuck off

	Villa
	i agree w gordy
	memes n shit

	Rozanov
	gordy?

	Villa
	dony sucks we cant call him that

	Archer
	seconding gordy
	also idk normal shit like food

	Williams
	theres a gordie howe hat trick joke in there i know it

	Berggren
	a blow job a hand job and anal all in the same night

	Rozanov
	i have to kill you now
	buying plane ticket

	Paulsen
	maybe us old farts want to send pictures of our kids

	Casey
	sure lets go with that

	Vrubel
	if we had pictures i would send one now of wallski trying to program his tivo
	looks like hes doing brain surgery
	been going for maybe 20 minutes

	Martin
	LOL noooo help him!!
	i think i could send pictures that would cheer people up <3

	Cohen
	martys the only one of us suited for politics

	Price
	i like marty's idea :)

	Vrubel
	wallski says he wants pictures of winter







They lucked out in Chicago, and Keith had a room on the end of the hall near the stairwell. It was easy enough to sneak Lorenzo in the side door and up to his room without anyone seeing them. He'd driven in from Rockford, which was a little closer to Chicago than Tucson was to Phoenix. Since Cohen got traded, apparently, he'd been making the drive a lot more.
"Are you, like, missing practices or anything for it?" Keith asked.
Lorenzo kept his hair kind of long around his ears, enough that it was nice, catching dark strands of it around his fingers. They were pressed alongside one another, Lorenzo's head pillowed on his bicep, comfortable despite a bit of sweat cooling on their bare skin. It was almost December, would get below freezing tonight, and Keith really fucking missed the winter sometimes.
"Mm, nope," he murmured. "Pretty easy to work around as long as it's just a quick hookup." He looked up. "I don't need to leave tonight, though. Actually, I kind of really don't want you to make me drive back tonight."
Keith grinned and bent to kiss him. "You're good." Then, thinking about what Villa had said in that fight in the gym, he asked, "Were you mad at Cohen when he left Iowa?"
"What? Of course not. I was mad just, like, generally. Or not even mad really. It was just depressing that I didn't have someone around anymore. But it wasn't his fault."
He didn't think he was asking the right questions here. He should ask Hollander about that. Hollander was fucking aces at asking questions. Instead, he went direct: "I gotta talk to Villa soon. I haven't seen him in a few weeks, but I think I'll drive down to Tucson next week."
Lorenzo pulled back, sitting up against the pillows. "Shit. You're not gonna, like, dump him, are you?"
"Dump him?" Keith sat up, too. "We're not dating."
"I mean, dude, you're kinda dating. A little bit."
Keith rubbed a hand over his face. "Fuck. Really?"
Lorenzo laughed. "You were living together?"
"Isn't that against the rules? Hollzy was talking about the 'keep it casual' rule a lot."
"Yeah, because he and Roz are the kings of not keeping it casual, probably."
Fuck. This was all so complicated. "I don't wanna dump him," he said. "I want to tell him to stop fucking up his game so he can come play on the Hellhounds with me."
At a long beat of silence, Keith looked over and saw Lorenzo staring at him with a big smile.
"What?"
"Nothing. You're just a sweetheart is all." Lorenzo kissed his shoulder.
"What if he doesn't want to play on a team together?"
Big arms wrapped around him, tipping him sideways and squeezing. "Villa's fucking obsessed with you, dude. Go get your man or whatever."





The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	i talked to the developer and he said its doable

	Paulsen
	how much is it gonna cost?

	Hunter
	i can foot the bill

	Archer
	dont be stupid let us pitch in

	Vrubel
	or just charge us per dick pic
	recoup your losses in a month

	Hunter
	haha how about you all just buy me dinner and suck me off for the next year

	Casey
	deal

	Gardonyi
	yeah sure

	Hunter
	not you rook

	Archer
	not you gordy

	Rozanov
	my son......







The second Keith stepped through the door, Villa was on him, arms around his neck, lips on his with a deeply satisfied sound. "Missed you," he murmured, already dropping one hand to reach for Keith's fly.
He caught it by the wrist, nudged him back. "I missed you, too," he said. "I wanna talk to you about something, okay?"
Villa's brows drew together. He pulled back immediately. "Sure," he said.
Keith let his hand slip into Villa's and pulled him onto their old couch in the living room.
As soon as they sat, Villa pulled his hand away and covered his face with both of them. "God. This is why you drove down here," he mumbled.
"What?" He reached over and tugged his hands away. Lorenzo had thought he was dumping Villa. Was that what Villa thought, too? They weren't even together. At least, they hadn't talked about it. "I really just wanna talk to you about something, okay? It's about the missing practice thing."
Now he looked pissed. "Seriously?" he demanded. "Again? I told you not to worry about it."
Keith steeled his nerves. "No. Joey, would you listen to me?"
That shut him up.
"I know I'm, like, fucking stupid or whatever, okay? I know. But that doesn't mean I don't know shit, and I definitely know shit about hockey. How much ice time did you get this fall, huh?"
Joey's mouth fell open. "You're not — I don't think you're..."
"Just listen, okay? Because if you just wanna drive to Phoenix because you don't have anyone else to fuck, like, whatever, okay?" It wasn't whatever or okay and it made him feel sick to say it. He powered through, his thoughts a jumble no matter how much time he'd spent practicing. "But I don't just wanna fuck when we have time. I want you to be on the Hellhounds with me. And I know, like. Shit happens. People get traded. What happened with Cohen and shit. And I don't know what to do about that, but maybe it doesn't happen, okay? Maybe you move up and we get to play together and we can live together again and we can just — maybe we can just be together, Joey, alright? And fuck the stupid club rules. I don't give a fuck, and I don't think anyone else does either. But we can't — we're for sure never gonna get to do it if you don't give a shit about the game this year. So I'm sorry, but I don't want you to drive up all the time. I don't want you for a few days. I want you next year."
Joey's mouth was trembling as he stared at him. "Are you done?" he whispered.
Keith nodded.
Joey lunged across the couch, practically tackled him down onto it, and kissed him. "I'm sorry," he said against his mouth, words cut off by insistent presses of lips. "I'm so fucking sorry. I'll get my ass in gear, okay? I swear to God. I want it, too, Keith. I want it so bad. I'll do whatever it takes. I love you."
Catching him around the waist, Keith hugged Joey close, pressed his face into his neck. "I love you, too," he admitted, and it was entirely true, even if he'd never thought about it before. But Joey was always doing that, giving him the right words.
"God, it's gonna be hard," Joey said against his hair. "I wanna be with you all the time. You know that? That's why I keep driving up. I'm gonna fucking miss you."
Keith nudged him up so he could see his face. His eyes were slightly red-rimmed. "What if we don't go home for Christmas?" he asked. "We could do it here."
"Yeah?" He cast a glance toward the dark living room window, but they both knew the barren landscape outside. "What about a white Christmas?"
"Don't need it," he decided. "If you're here, I wanna be here."





The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	ok the update is ready
	everyone hit the menu button to manually log out then close the app
	wait a few seconds before you reopen it and a download prompt will show up
	follow the instructions then log back in. make sense?

	Hollander
	got it thanks

	Kowalski
	yep

	McGee
	if wally gets it the rest of u have no excuse

	Villa
	lets fuckin gooooo

	Hunter
	fuck i hope i didnt just fuck up this whole thing
	let me know when youre all back in

	Berggren
	IMG_0489.JPG

[image: A picture of Berggren's dick. He is standing, pantsless, with his dick in hand. It's an agressively masculine impression, and his dick is very sausage-like. ]


	Vrubel
	IMG_0537.JPG

[image: A picture of Vrubel's dick. He is only a little erect. He is pulling up his shirt and down basketball shorts, and his dick is angled just outside of the frame of his torso, giving the impression of a sad fleshy spigot. ]


	McGee
	IMG_1242.JPG

[image: A picture of McGee's dick. It is angled down into his lap, and his dick is sticking out through the fly of his jeans. It's very frat bro, but honestly a very competent picture. Well lit, dick looks huge. ]


	Archer
	IMG_0972.JPG

[image: A picture of Archer's dick. It is taken from a low angle, and Archer is reclining. A hairy chest is visible in the background, and he is wearing a chain. His butthole is just visible beneath his dick. Very fuck-boy coded. Smug, you know?]


	Casey
	IMG_1124.JPG

[image: A picture of Casey's dick. Casey is reclined and wearing a cock ring. His legs are bare, and his balls are tight and purple. His hand presses in behind his dick to best angle it. ]


	Williams
	IMG_0567.JPG

[image: A picture of Williams dick. The entire image is very washed out, obscuring the background in reds. The dick itself is photographed at an odd angle such that the balls are semi visible and the dick points straight out horizontally. It gives an impression of length, but has that awkward stretched out vibe like a borzoi. ]


	Villa
	IMG_0692.JPG

[image: A picture of Villa's dick. It is taken from the side at a low angle, and theres a brightly lit window in the background with a blue sky, leading his dick to be kind of weirdly backlit. It's sort of comically ominous. ]


	Kallio
	IMG_4882.JPG

[image: A picture of a grand tree, taken looking straight up its trunk into the green canopy, against a brightly lit sky. Its a little phallic. ]


	Rozanov
	IMG_0844.JPG

[image: A picture of Rozanov's dick. It is extremely zoomed in and dark, and any other anatomy is washed out. It's giving potato. ]


	Martin
	IMG_0110.JPG

[image: A picture of Martin's dick. It is angled down into his lap. His dick is poking out from the fly of his plaid pajama pants.  Has a cosy and oddly innocent impression, like a little mushroom in an enchanted forest. ]


	Kowalski
	IMG_0506.JPG

[image: A picture of Kowalski's dick. It's angled down into his lap with his legs spread. He's pulling his balls to the side, and is seated on a toilet. Kowalski has a distinctive circumsicion scar that makes the top of his 2/3rds of his dick look really pink. ]


	Cohen
	IMG_0208.JPG

[image: A picture of Cohen's dick. It's taken from the side, and his hand braces his dick, which is framed out kind of nicely by the furniture in the background. ]


	Danilov
	IMG_0053.JPG

[image: A picture of Danilov's dick. He is standing in a shower and covered in suds. His dick is fully erect and very red. The beiges of the shower and the red of the dick are a little threatening in combo. It's giving Dexter.  As in serial killer not laboritory. ]


	Lorenzo
	IMG_0684.JPG

[image: A picture of Lorenzo's dick. It is taken from a low angle and cropped closely. His hand is just visible in the background, raising his shirt. Notably, the picture is in black and white, giving either a pretentious or artsy vibe, depending on how kind you're being. ]


	Hunter
	...great work guys

	Hollander
	did you all just have those ready??

	Martin
	where is yours??

	Rozanov
	also curious
	gordy stop typing







Hollander
	Kowalski
	IMG_242.JPG

[image: A picture of two Christmas stockings hung on a mantle, which say Keith and Joey]

	merry xmas hollzy!
	thx for the advise







  
    Chapter End Notes

    	Content notes for the cautious
	CLICK IT!

It's a bit of a dead dove don't open situation lmao, uh... I (mock) actually went ahead and painted 13 dick pics for inclusion in the chapter. Not joking :))). They're uh, kind of artsy, and if they got "too real" I tried to back off on the rendering but like. They're very much still dick pics. The last picture from Keith is very SFW, though.

Note from luula: I also strongly recommend that you check out mock's alt text/image description on each of the dick pics. Poetry. (You can also read the alt text in plain text in the related work if you don’t want to figure out accessibility features in your browser!)




  


      

  












      Chapter 6: Lorenzo
  


    Chapter Summary

    From winter 2011 through spring 2012 with Phillip Lorenzo.



    Chapter Notes

      Thanks everyone for your comments and feedback! I had a blast answering asks about the Tennis Club OCs over on my tumblr if you're interested in more dishing about the boys <3
One new bit of terminology: black diamonds - NHL teams are limited on how many AHL players they can call up during playoffs, unless there are injuries. Which, playoffs usually means injuries. A lot of them. So if the AHL affiliate is done with their season, an NHL team might start training basically a whole backup team to be ready to fill in during their playoff run.
Spoiler content warning for sensitive topics:
	Content notes for the cautious
	CLICK HERE

There are discussions of sexual assault by a coach against an adult player in this chapter but no depictions or specifics given.




      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






            [image: Lorenzo has thick, dark brown hair, and a little bit of a baby face in that he still sort of has a puppy fat look. He’s started growing in a decent beard to combat this.]        

                                  











  










Phillip


                    a.k.a. "Phil" a.k.a. "Enzo"                  





                Rockford IceHogs

Rockford, IL, USA              

                                                	#90                  	D                
                                  	 6'2"                  	 208lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	August 1987,  Kitchener, ON, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English, Spanish                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                     N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2009, Cohen                  
                              


                idgaf it is MY turn to be bowlegged im in the fucking dick desert out here.              







Hollander
	Hollander
	room 6012

	Lorenzo
	in the elevator







It always felt more illicit this way, sneaking into hotel rooms, especially when he'd never met the guy before. Phil's main impressions of Hollander were from interacting in the main chat and from club gossip. Of course, he knew what he looked like. His face was splashed across every other CCM ad last year, and all the rest were of Rozanov.
"Hey," Hollander said, trying to look like he wasn't ushering Phil through the door. He waited until the door was closed to say, "Nice to meet you in person." He stuck out a hand to shake.
Phil stared at it, amused. "I'm more of a hugger," he declared, teasing.
Hollander's eyebrows shot up. "Oh. Um, yeah." And then he stood there like a tin soldier while Phil hugged him.
He pulled back, gauging his face for discomfort. Not too bad. Mostly nervous, looked like. "It's weird," Phil said, smiling. "It's okay. We can just say that it's fucking weird to meet up like this."
The sharp exhale of air from Hollander's lips was probably a laugh. "Yeah," he said. "Yeah, sorry. I just — it didn't seem like the sort of situation we could fix with tennis, you know?"
"For sure." Phil stepped into the room, looking around. One bed. A little sitting area with a table by the window. "How about we order some room service?" he suggested.
Looking relieved to have a task, Hollander grabbed the menu and started rambling about the options, about macros and meal plans. He had a lot of questions about the nutrition planning in the AHL, and by the time they'd ordered and settled at the table to wait, he looked significantly less like a cardboard cutout of himself.
"So how was Boston?" Phil asked, because that was 90% of the gossip he'd heard, the Hollander-Rozanov situation. Rivals-to-lovers. Juicy shit.
Hollander's ears went red. "Um. Okay," he mumbled, looking out the window. "We lost, but it was in OT, so..."
Phil leaned forward, chin on his palm. "Uh-huh," he urged, "and did loverboy make it up to you after?"
"It's really not like that," he insisted. "I know what the guys say about us, but it's just — it's just like with anyone else in the club, okay?"
He lifted his eyebrows. "Does he know that?"
An awkward shrug. "He just likes to rile me up. He's weird about Gordy, too."
Phil snorted and leaned back. "Okay, but those weirds are on completely different continents." Then, when it didn't look like Hollander believed him, he added, "You know, I met up with Gordy the last time he was in Chicago."
That seemed to get his attention. "What's he like?"
"Well, anxiety nightmare baby isn't too far off, but he was trying very hard to play it cool. Definitely a big ol' virgin, and I think he wants me to do something about that at some point, but I'm a little worried he'll cry the first time he touches a dick."
"Jeez," Hollander said. "Do you think you will? Do something?"
Phil shrugged a shoulder. "I mean, he doesn't really overlap with anyone else, and it's better if it happens with someone in the club. Safer. I'm a little old for him, but at least I know I'm gonna be nice about it." He thought about the last hook-up he'd driven in for, a little more than a week ago after a Chicago-San Francisco game. "Imagine if someone like McGee did it."
Hollander's nose wrinkled immediately at the name, the most definitive show of emotion he'd given since Phil walked in the door.
"Oh, shit, you finally met him, right?"
"Yeah, a few weeks ago."
"And?"
Hollander leaned back in his seat, squinting out the window. "I couldn't really tell if he wanted to fight me or fuck me."
Phil burst out laughing. "And? Did you find out?"
"No!" he said, sounding horrified at the suggestion. "Believe it or not, that kind of thing doesn't really get me going."
He lifted an eyebrow. "No? Roz kind of has a similar vibe, doesn't he?"
A knock on the door cut off Hollander's reply.
Phil motioned him toward the bathroom. "I got it."
As soon as the food was settled on the table, the room attendant safely gone, Hollander went right back to it: "Rozanov isn't like McGee at all. I don't know how to explain the difference. Obviously they both party, they're both kind of rude and annoying. But it's not the same."
Cutting into his chicken parm, Phil contemplated what he knew about McGee, which was really just two in-person overlaps and a lot of drama on the app. "Micky's mad at the world," he observed.
"Oh." Hollander frowned at his tilapia. "Yeah, I could see that."
They traded some lower-stakes gossip, mostly stuff about players outside the club, and when they were done eating, Hollander glanced at his watch. Chewed his lip. Said, "Um, so... did you want to...?"
Not exactly the most eager look he'd ever gotten. "Do you?" he asked. Hollander was hot as fuck, sure, but the energy wasn't exactly there, at least not for a first meeting.
"I just..." Hollander shifted in his seat. "I know you don't have a lot of schedule overlaps."
Phil snorted. "Oh, be still my heart. A pity fuck."
His eyes went wide. "No, that's not what I meant."
"Yeah, it is," he laughed, then sighed. It did kind of suck, but he wasn't as bad off this year as he'd feared. Honestly, he was running himself so ragged trying to make good on the team, he didn't know if he could have kept up with much more anyway. "It's not just about fucking, you know. Honestly, just getting to shoot the shit and gossip with someone I don't have to put on a front with is great. I don't talk like this with other people." Phil gestured to his own throat, indicating the tone of his voice, the one he'd started consciously covering up some time in middle school. "I sound different usually."
Hollander nodded. "Okay," he agreed, "but, I mean, if you did want something else..."
He was a sweetheart. Phil had probably already decided to like him, but he made the note to himself then. "Are you a cuddler?" he asked.
A consternated expression that almost made him laugh again.
"Sometimes it's just nice to be close with another guy," he explained. "We could sit on the bed, keep talking. Maybe make out a little if the mood strikes." He shrugged a shoulder. "If you want."
"Yeah," Hollander said, like he was really making his mind up about it. "We can do that."
Fucking sweetheart.





The Tennis Club
	McGee
	broooooo
	https://sports.yahoo.co…chicago-warriors-influenza-outbreak-01022012.html
	first st louis now this
	wtf is going ON over there

	Berggren
	nomads finally have a shot at playoffs is what

	Lorenzo
	its fkn crazy man i just got called up
	everybody got called up
	basically the whole team got it
	icehogs roster is getting fucking cleared out

	Berggren
	i guess i might see you next week

	Danilov
	we just played them
	i better not have caught it im in columbus almost a month now

	Cohen
	wtf is rockford doing?

	Lorenzo
	clearing out the echl team in indy
	indy can go fuck themselves i guess

	Danilov
	sounds correct

	Lorenzo
	apparently theyre calling up a kid from juniors??

	Gardonyi
	uhhh p sure they cant do that

	Lorenzo
	thats what i thought
	i guess he turned 20 in november tho

	Williams
	u KNOW theres some contract fuckery going on

	Rozanov
	he cant go back to juniors after right?

	Williams
	def no theyre gonna get reamed as it is
	kid must be good??

	Rozanov
	or theyre desperate

	Lorenzo
	they might send him back to rockford after?
	idk but weve got 2 fucking days to prep

	Danilov
	i might see you next week too
	will pray for flu casualties for you

	Lorenzo
	<3







"Hey, hey!" barked an assistant coach from across the room. "AHL! Do not approach the lepers!"
One of the Rockford centers, Diggy, slowly backed away from the empty hooks the equipment team left in the dressing room to keep the reinforcements away from the handful of possibly disease-riddled survivors of the main Warriors roster. "We're not gonna, y'know, talk before the game?" Diggy asked.
"That's what the last two days of prep was for," the coach snapped. He was a hometown boy and had the worst Chicago accent Phil had ever heard, every vowel through the nose. "If you country bumpkins catch the plague, we'll have to start pulling people off the bleachers."
"This is fucking nuts," Phil laughed, looking across to the next guy over.
It was the juniors kid from Saskatchewan, Olivier. He had his eyes fixed carefully ahead of him as he started tugging his base layers on. His eyes darted sideways at Phil for less than a second, then away. "Yeah," he mumbled.
Sensing anxiety, Phil tugged his own undershirt on, then leaned toward him. "Hey, don't stress," he advised. "Everyone is expecting this to be a shit show. Detroit later this week is the one that's really gonna matter. Minnesota if we stay on that long."
Olivier nodded, but he shifted away from Phil and wouldn't look at him.
And, shit, he'd been accused of wishful thinking in this arena before, but all Phil could think about was what Rozanov had said about Hollander trying too hard not to look at him in the shower.





The Tennis Club
	Lorenzo
	emergency this is not a drill

	Williams
	is the emergency that u just got murdered by philly

	Lorenzo
	stfu that doesnt matter
	i got a lead

	Casey
	jesus christ.

	Lorenzo
	no for real this time
	wheres roz i need his expertise

	Hunter
	this cant be the future of the club

	Lorenzo
	hes like terrified of looking at anyone in the dressing room
	wayyyyy too nervous abt naked dudes

	McGee
	maybe he saw ur third nipple

	Lorenzo
	fuck off its a mole u know that
	come on how do i confirm

	Paulsen
	how long will you be playing with him?

	Lorenzo
	no idea

	Casey
	try to get to know him a little better, but don't rush it. if you have to catch him later, you catch him later. no stupid shit.

	Danilov
	maybe we can get both teams out together when i play there
	i can teach you russian boarding school cruising technique

	Williams
	i have never been more jealous in my LIFE







The plague survivors were forbidden from going out, and it turned out most of Columbus's players weren't tripping over themselves to get drinks with a bunch of AHL nobodies — especially after those nobodies eked out an OT win they weren't supposed to get. So it was just Danilov, a handful of rookies, and one other AHL call-up that deigned to join them. Olivier tried, somewhat feebly, to plead his age, but the IceHogs had long ago mastered the art of sneaking underage rookies into bars.
"Hey, when the fuck did you get good?" Danilov slid into a booth beside Phil, bumping his shoulder. "You were doing Machanova's job for him."
Machanova, their goalie, was one of the survivors of the original Chicago roster.
Phil flipped him off but preened internally. "Fuck you. I've always been good. I'm just under-appreciated." It felt a little weird, putting on his bro persona with Danilov. He so rarely interacted with club members in mixed company like this.
On his other side, Phil nudged Olivier with his elbow and said, "Hey, do you know Danilov? He's an old fart who hangs out with the AHL kiddies for fun." He waggled his eyebrows.
Olivier said, "What?" and it wasn't clear if he was startled by the joke or had just been completely spaced out.
"Don't listen to him," Danilov said and reached across Phil for a fist bump. "Kirill Danilov. I was playing KHL before this asshole knew how to shave."
The kid fist bumped like he was going to be sick about it. "Uh, hi. Mike Olivier. I was back in juniors in Regina until this week. I guess I'm gonna be in Rockford now, though. Unless they, um..." He didn't speak unless they keep me on the Chicago roster into the world, which was just good sense, jinx-wise.
"Hey, you had some decent ice time," Danilov told him. "You're quick, you are uh" — he squinted the way he did when he was translating in his head — "tricky, change approach too fast for defense to change directions." He braced his fingertips against his breastbone. "Not me, of course. I saw you coming every time."
Olivier laughed, and Phil thought it was the first time he'd seen him smile except maybe their first day in Chicago, when everyone was buzzing with excitement. "Thanks."
"Hey, maybe they keep you in town for a while," Phil suggested, bumping his shoulder again, friendly.
The smile went thin. Almost too quiet to hear, he said, "Yeah maybe," then looked out at the bar. "Can you let me out? I gotta pee."
Phil and Danilov slid out of the booth to let him past, then very casually stepped off far enough for the noise of the bar to draw between them and the other players. "Alright, so the Russian technique," Phil prompted. "You follow him in, pick the urinal next to him?"
Danilov rolled his eyes. "He is too nervous for quick approach or in a noisy bar. You should just talk to him more. Maybe use your normal voice around him, see what he does."
"Man, what's with me and anxious baby duty?" he muttered. He'd met up with Gardonyi once more before getting called up. Two hours of awkward conversation, and then the kid finally steeled his nerves right before he had to leave for curfew and made out with Phil against the door. He sighed. "Anyway, do you think I'm right?"
A noncommittal hum. "Maybe. Something is off. I'm not sure."
A body crashed into Phil from behind, a waft of booze on the breath. Diggy crowed, "Hey! What are you homos gossiping about?"
Without missing a beat, Danilov joked, "Hair care." He flipped his hair, which wasn't really long enough for it, an exaggeratedly faggy motion that didn't match his resting murder face. "He wants to know how to have such beautiful shine as me, but it is natural. I cannot teach it."
"Fuck off," Phil laughed. "I got a perfect flow. Tell him, Dig."
"Like a fucking supermodel," Diggy slurred, still hanging on him.
Phil shoved him off. "Hey, hey, you can't afford it, bro."
Diggy pointed toward the front of the bar. "Kid's taking off."
Sure enough, Olivier was slipping out the door.
"Ah." Danilov rolled his shoulders wearily. "If the babies are leaving, the old guy should definitely go to bed." He flashed a smile that was only partially menacing. "Have fun, boys."
Phil went to the bathroom to check his phone.
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	Danilov
	room 1308







Right after Columbus they played Minneapolis, and Phil was too busy getting fucked into next Tuesday by Berggren to pursue his investigation further. He didn't manage to score a seat next to Olivier on the way to Detroit, then a day later they were back in Chicago playing San Francisco.
Mouth full of cock was really the best version of McGee, he thought. He was tragically attractive for such a douchebag, and primped more than he would ever admit. Kept his hair full of product or under a hat so no one could see what a ginger he was, and Phil was sure he used a tanning salon, probably to subdue the messy spray of freckles across his face and shoulders. The body was the most tragic though: not just the thick, fat-assed build of a hockey player but vanity muscles on top of that, defined through his chest and arms.
He pulled off of Phil's dick, a string of spit keeping them connected. "You want me to fuck you?" he asked, voice a rasp that sent a bolt of need down his spine.
Phil laughed. "I dunno how you MLH boys do it. I already got fucked twice this week." Neither Danilov nor Berg had anything to be ashamed of in the dick department.
"Can't take the heat?" Micky teased, pressing his tongue to the head of Phil's dick.
"I'd fuck you," Phil offered, though it wasn't his usual preference. He'd never fucked McGee before, and he wondered if it would be as satisfying as sticking a dick in his mouth.
"Yeah?" He looked pleasantly surprised. Rolled off the bed and went for his duffel bag. "Two weeks in the majors, and you're getting ideas."
A condom flew up, careless, and Phil had to snatch it out of the air to keep it from sailing right over the bed. "Well, Berg said you took it so nice, I wanna see for myself," he teased. He and Berg had talked about Micky, since Minnesota and San Francisco had just played, but it hadn't actually been sexy talk. They talked about what everyone talked about when it came to Micky: Did you let him drag you to a club? Was he an asshole? Was he high?
Micky straddled Phil's hips and reached back to finger himself, making a show of it. He was always putting on a show. Phil wondered how long it had been since Micky had done anything genuine. He put the condom on.
"I heard you didn't get to fuck Hollander," he said, goading and not really sure why. Maybe it felt weird looking at Micky when he wasn't pissed off. "Too afraid to piss off Roz?"
He started to work himself onto Phil's cock with a groan that managed to sound annoyed. "Quit fucking chirping," he bitched. "You suck at it."
Phil realized that Micky might actually be sober, and then he sank halfway onto Phil's cock in one go, and his train of thought derailed.
Later, as he cleaned himself up and fished around for his clothes, he observed, "You're in a good mood tonight. Who'd you see last?"
Micky rolled his eyes, but said, "Paulsen."
Ah. "He didn't pull the fatherly concern act on you, did he?"
"Why, does that get you off?" he deflected, then immediately pivoted to, "You give up yet on your imaginary catch?"
"Nope." Phil sat on the edge of the bed to get his pants on. "Danilov thought I might be onto something. Gotta find some time to talk to him, though. He's not very social."
"He's not social or you're too busy getting laid to figure it out?"
Phil flipped him off.





The Tennis Club
	Lorenzo
	fuck i missed him

	Hollander
	the guy you were trying to catch?

	Lorenzo
	ya the plague rats are back so hes back in rockford
	theyre keeping me on for a while

	Cohen
	oh??

	Danilov
	not surprised
	about keeping you, not the catch

	Martin
	thats huge enzo congrats

	Lorenzo
	lol thanks im pretty hyped

	Cohen
	u can always catch him later
	or u could if it was real :P

	Hollander
	happy for you man







It lasted almost a month, the longest he'd ever spent in Chicago, and by the time Phil got back to Rockford, the locker room almost felt too small for him. His entry-level contract was running out this season, and last summer he'd been convinced that he would get dumped at the end of it. He was turning twenty-five in August, and that would mean only one more year before the AHL would cut his ice time to almost nothing.
He'd wondered if guys that bombed out of hockey had to leave the club the same way retirees did.
Maybe he wouldn't find out.
Olivier had settled in with the team while Phil was away, and suddenly he was joking around with the other guys, strutting around the locker room like he owned the place. It was like a completely different guy, and Phil wondered if he'd gotten it all wrong. Maybe he'd just been anxious about playing in Chicago.
He let it go.
The pace of the AHL season felt excruciating now: three games in a row, then five days off, one game, then another four off. Danilov was back down in Cleveland, so they got to see each other again for a game in Rockford, barely had time for swapped blowjobs before he had to get back on a bus.
Two more home games, and then Phil drove out to the Chicago 'burbs late the next evening and got a hotel room by the juniors team stadium.
Gardonyi was bundled up like a marshmallow, a duffel bag slung over his shoulder. "Hey," he said, breathless from the cold as Phil let him in the back door.
"Hey." He nodded at the bag. "You staying the night?"
Gordy looked at his bag, then at Phil, Bambi-big hazel eyes. "Oh. Uh, is that — I hope that's okay? The team is going back to Madison tonight, so I said I'd make my own way back."
Phil unlocked the hotel room door and ushered the kid inside. "Yeah, fine by me. Do you need a ride back, then?"
Three steps into the room, Gordy spun to look at Phil. "Wait, really?"
He shrugged. "Sure. I don't have to be back 'til Tuesday. You're not that far out of my way."
"Thanks." He dropped the bag at the foot of the bed — only one bed — and started peeling out of his winter layers.
Phil sat on the edge of the bed and watched as the desk by the wall disappeared under a pile of clothing. "Hey, I was gonna ask. We got a guy out of juniors in Saskatchewan. Would you know him?"
"Huh? Oh, no. We don't play any Canadian teams. It's all pretty, y'know, Midwest." Gordy made a vague gesture to their surroundings. He took a step toward Phil, chewing on his lip. He did this weird, slow breathing thing when he was nervous. "So you were in Chicago almost a month?" he asked.
"Yeah." Phil preened. "It was pretty cool."
"I wanna have sex," Gordy announced, like it was the next logical step in this conversation.
Phil's eyebrows crept upward. "Yeah?"
His confidence, meager as it was, began to evaporate immediately. "I mean, if you want to."
He thought about continuing the conversation like this, but it was too fucking weird. "Come here," Phil decided. "Lay down with me." He toed off his shoes, then scooted back to lean against the pillows, patted the spot beside him.
Gordy obediently dropped onto it and didn't freeze up when Phil tugged him against his side. The kid was a little taller than him, a little broader. Fucking goalie build, like Kowalski, but not quite as fair in complexion.
"What do you wanna do?" Phil asked. "Because there's a lot of steps between nothing and everything. You don't gotta race to the finish line."
His eyes dropped to Phil's crotch, then dragged back up to his lips. "Can I kiss you again?"
Phil drew him in by his jaw, pressed their lips together, then rolled onto his back, tugging Gordy half on top of him. He took a little coaxing but let Phil guide the kiss for the most part, imitated what he was feeling, easing back and going for more when he did.
Gordy was getting hard against his hip, and he was a big guy down there, too.
Slipping a hand between them to cup it, Phil murmured, "This okay?"
A nod, a strangled-sounding breath.
"You want me to suck you off?" he offered, because he didn't think the kid would last long for anything, and he might be less embarrassed about coming too fast if he got more than a handjob.
"Fuck. Yes."
Phil rolled them again, settled on his belly between Gordy's knees and undid his fly. He was a nice mouthful, thick, and lasted maybe thirty seconds after Phil started bobbing his head.
"Shit, sorry."
He shook his head. "Don't be sorry."
Gordy was staring at his dick again. "I can — do you want me to...?"
He tugged his shirt off, and the way the kid looked at him was more than flattering. "Why don't you just touch me?" he suggested, and settled onto his back.
Seemingly taking his words to heart, Gordy started, rather sweetly, at his shoulders, just stroking his fingers over them, down over his pecs. "Fuck," he murmured. Phil's stomach twitched when he touched it, and the spasm made Gordy's breath catch.
Phil had been in Tennis Club for three years now, had fucked the majority of the guys in it at least once. Sex had become, by necessity, a casual way to connect with another person, something fun he could do with his friends to make each other feel better. He'd almost forgotten how enormous it could feel at first, but he remembered now, seeing it in Gordy's face.
"You can undo my pants," Phil suggested, and like he'd been waiting for permission, his hands darted immediately to do just that. They shuffled to get his pants and underwear down, and then those roaming, curious hands were on him, around him, stroking and pressing and tugging like it was a new toy he needed to figure out.
It was weirdly hot, just being played with. "Fuck, Gordy." Phil wrapped a hand over one of his — the kid had big hands — and guided it into a good pressure and motion, rocked his hips up into it with a grateful groan. "Yeah, just like that."
"You're so hot," Gordy breathed. "I wanna... next time I wanna suck it."
"Yeah? Fuck, that sounds good," Phil agreed. "You could finger me, too."
Gordy made a wounded noise, and for some reason, that was what tipped him over the edge.





Rozanov
	Lorenzo
	hey r u still keeping up w gordy?

	Rozanov
	yes why

	Lorenzo
	maybe check in today

	Rozanov
	why whats wrong

	Lorenzo
	nothings wrong
	spent a couple days together and cashed in half his v card
	i just dropped him in madison
	he had a good time but probably needs a friend to talk through it
	didnt seem like he wanted to w me yknow gotta play it cool lol

	Rozanov
	ok thank you for telling me
	it was his idea?

	Lorenzo
	ya i had to talk him down from more
	i think hes in a rush to have this all figured out

	Rozanov
	thank you for being good to him







"Enzo!" Marty cheered, yanking him through the door and wrapping his arms around Phil's neck. He smacked a kiss on his cheek, then pulled back and put another on his lips. "I missed you."
Phil kissed him again, smiling too wide to do it properly, then looked past him to Hollander, watching them from the couch with a pleased expression.
Marty pulled back. "How long can you stay? You want a drink?"
"Not late," he apologized. "Midnight curfew."
"I've got beer, soda, coffee..." Marty said, his head already in the fridge.
"Water's good," Phil decided, mostly to appease him. He wandered over to the couch. "Hey, Hollzy."
Hollzy snagged him by the elbow and pulled him down for a kiss hello. They'd ended up making out a little in that hotel in Chicago, nothing serious. This didn't feel that serious either, but it was shockingly comfortable. Before he could overthink it, Phil crawled into his lap and sucked on his tongue.
"Shit, that's hot," Marty murmured. When they parted, he was standing with a glass of water in one hand, the other cupping his dick through his sweats.
"Um, if we're short on time," Hollzy said, like he was trying to sound pragmatic, "maybe we could go to the bedroom? There'd be more space."
Phil kissed him again, then climbed off and pulled Hollzy to his feet.
Marty was there, then, the water abandoned and one arm slipping around Phil's waist. He leaned in and kissed Hollzy mere inches from Phil's face. "Yeah," he agreed. "Let's go to bed."
They were clearly comfortable together, Hollander and Martin, knew their way around each other in a threesome well enough that they could communicate with just a look or a smile. None of them liked to top, usually, but it was fun anyway. Playful, a tangle of bodies and laughter and little gasps of, yeah, he likes it like that, or, isn't he pretty with his mouth full?
As Phil tugged his clothes on, twenty minutes to midnight, Marty rolled on top of Hollander like he belonged there, snuggled in under his chin, and asked, "You staying here tonight?"
Hollzy hummed an affirmative, then sighed at Phil. "I'll get up to let you out," he offered, though he was naked and melted into the bed.
Phil leaned over to kiss him, a last one for the road. "No way. You two look too cute to get up." The next kiss to the top of Marty's head. "I know my way. I'll catch you later."





Gardonyi
	Gardonyi
	hey we r playing dubuque saturday
	and it looks like ur off?
	would u drive out for it?
	i was just thinking about last time and u were right abt not rushing things im glad we didnt but also i think im ready now
	and i know u like to bottom and thats cool bc that kind of freaks me out anyway lol so id def want to top
	but if u dont want to thats ok
	or if u did want to top like i think id be cool with that too

	Lorenzo
	hey sorry i was at practice
	breathe lol
	and sorry but im gonna be in chicago saturday

	Gardonyi
	oh yeah totally sorry
	because new york is in town?

	Lorenzo
	yeah
	i just havent gotten to see hunter all year so
	sorry :(

	Gardonyi
	thats fine!!
	have fun!!







The next time Chicago called, it was for playoffs, and it was for all of them. Black diamonds, a whole fucking roster of AHL players ready to step in as soon as one of Chicago's players got hurt. They were in it for the long haul, St. Louis was playing dirty, and they'd already tested most of the IceHogs as reserves back in January.
So, while the Warriors were off at their first away game of the postseason, the black diamonds took over the home rink for training.
Phil had missed this fucking arena.
Olivier's strange behavior immediately resurfaced, though, all of the same squeamishness and quiet. High off the prospect of a playoff run, Phil considered the possibilities. Maybe there was someone on the Warriors that he had a crush on — or maybe someone on staff? There were hardly any women on staff, so that would still point to him being right.
Fresh off the ice, the room was noisy around them, all the rest of the guys just as boisterous, and Phil decided to take Danilov's suggestion from all those months ago: he'd ask him, in his normal voice, what he thought about playing in Chicago. See how he reacted.
Before he could ask, though, the door to the change room banged open, and the video coach, Failor, bellowed, "Tape review in ten, guys!" and Olivier's whole body locked up like he'd been electrocuted, eyes squeezed shut as he faced the locker, hands clenched around his sweatshirt so hard the seams had to be creaking.
Phil held his breath as the universe reformed around this single reaction.
The door banged shut. Olivier exhaled.
His second year in training camp, one of the other defensemen warned Phil off of Failor, said he was a creep and he'd invite you back to his place. He'd received similar warnings through juniors, coaches to avoid. That warning, however, had sent a stab of panic through Phil for entirely different reasons. The idea that someone might suspect him of wanting to go back to Failor's. So he steered clear and then some, barely looked at the guy.
Phil shuffled closer. Pitching his voice low, he said, "Wait, hold on. Failor, did he...?"
Olivier's eyes went wide in shock.
"I've heard some stuff about him," he explained. "Did he mess with you?"
Glancing around them, Olivier sucked in a noisy breath. "He said he wanted to watch tape," he whispered, voice shaking.
"Fuck. Fuck, I'm sorry." He had no idea what he was supposed to do. "You could report him?" He wasn't actually sure if it would make things better or worse for the kid.
Olivier finally tugged on his sweatshirt. "What would happen?"
He chewed his lip. "I don't know," he admitted. He wondered what the guy that warned him, Nielsen, knew. He'd traded to Florida last year, but Lorenzo had his number. "I can ask someone? I wouldn't say anything about you, just... ask the guy that warned me about it."
Beside him, Olivier closed his eyes and nodded. "Thank you."





Neely Dman
	Lorenzo
	hey remember what u told me abt failor?
	howd u know abt that?

	Neely Dman
	everyone fuckin knows lmao
	someone reported him a few yrs ago
	they "investigated" it lol
	why did he do it again

	Lorenzo
	yeah

	Neely Dman
	oh shit

	Lorenzo
	not me

	Neely Dman
	fucking unreal
	sucks man
	the guy that reported him got traded so...
	just saying :/
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"I kind of figured," Olivier mumbled when Phil told him, camped out in his hotel room after practice the next day. "You hear about shit like this — that's always how it fucking goes, right? Management protects their own."
He wished he could argue. "It's bullshit, man. I'm so fucking pissed for you."
Olivier had given Phil the armchair and sat on the floor instead of the bed. Phil didn't question it. Whatever he needed, he figured. He had his knees drawn up, elbows balanced on them, hands dangling loosely in front of him. "Thank you for being cool about this," he said.
"Of course."
"Have you..." He cut himself off, rubbed at the back of his neck. "I guess I'm just wondering why you're being so cool about it," he admitted. "And you were, like, checking on me before you figured it out."
Phil wanted to tell him. Olivier had shared something so fucking personal, so scary, it seemed deeply fucking unfair not to tell him. But he also didn't know how well that would go over, especially considering the current situation. He didn't want to freak him out more. "You were just acting like something was wrong," he hedged. Then, wanting to give him something, said, "I got a lot of shit in juniors, had a rough fucking time. Nothing like this — hazing bullshit, that sort of thing. But now I try to watch out for younger guys the way someone should have looked out for me. That's all."
Olivier's face crumpled then, just as quickly, ducked down between his knees. His shoulders shook, breaths puffing out in noisy little sobs. "Sorry," he choked.
He got up cautiously, murmured, "Hey, can I...?" shifting toward him.
From between his knees, he nodded.
Phil sat on the floor next to him. "Do you want a hug?" he asked.
A pause, then Olivier tilted toward him, nodding again. Phil got an arm around his shoulders and squeezed him in until the knee nearest to him dropped and then the kid was crying right into his chest, making little broken whining noises.
If he were in Tennis Club, Phil might have kissed his head, might have rocked him and called him 'baby' and told him he loved him. He didn't know what to do with Olivier, though, didn't know where the boundaries stood. He was using a fake butch voice to talk to him. So he just sat there and let the kid cry until the well ran dry.
"What if they call me up next year?" Olivier asked some time later, his voice hoarse. "What if I have to see him all the time?"
Phil hugged him tighter. "I dunno. We'll figure something out, okay?"





The Tennis Club
	Williams
	soooooooo loranzo wheres the update on your totally real chicago catch??

	Lorenzo
	nah i was wrong

	Archer
	oh shit youre admitting it??

	Lorenzo
	yep nbd
	just my regular bullshit

	Villa
	aw did u like him or smth?

	McGee
	hes being too self aware
	maybe he did catch someone but hes keeping him for himself >:)

	Lorenzo
	stfu
	i was just wrong
	fucking drop it

	McGee
	touchy......







Archer, Berggren, Casey, Hunter, Kallio, Lorenzo, Paulsen, Vrubel
	Lorenzo
	i need some advice
	and maybe some mlh money muscle

	Paulsen
	what's going on?

	Lorenzo
	theres a coach in chicago assaulting rookies

	Casey
	fuck, are you okay?

	Lorenzo
	it wasnt me
	a new kid
	apparently someone reported him a few years ago
	they protected him hes still here
	the guy that reported him is gone

	Vrubel
	what's the coach's name?

	Lorenzo
	failor hes the video coach

	Archer
	i could hire someone to investigate
	maybe get someone to publish something

	Hunter
	that kind of shit takes ages especially if theyre protecting him

	Paulsen
	how's the kid?

	Lorenzo
	messed up
	scared to end up on the roster

	Paulsen
	what position does he play?

	Lorenzo
	why?

	Paulsen
	maybe one of us has enough leverage to get a trade over the summer

	Lorenzo
	winger
	hes good

	Casey
	we've got room for a wing. i'm in good with the gm. i can do it.
	dm me his name. nobody else needs to know.
	don't tell him i arranged it.

	Lorenzo
	fuck
	thank you







"It's a two year contract," the lawyer said. "One-way. One-point-eight hit cap, waiver eligible."
Phil glanced at his manager, Nathan, who nodded that this was all correct.
It was a fucking dream contract. One-way, no AHL, no more fucking Rockford. On the roster with the Chicago Warriors.
"There's a two hundred and fifty thousand dollar signing bonus, which should help get you moved out of the boonies, I hope," said the head coach, Daniels. "I think I remember you bitching about all the corn at some point."
The rest of the management team laughed.
Nathan nudged his elbow. "Well, kid? I think we've got a pretty good deal here. You ready to sign?"
Phil looked down the line of them and wondered how many of them knew about Failor. If all of them did. He thought about the kind of pull a player like Archer or Hunter had in a room like this, the demands they could make. He imagined being at that level someday. Being able to sit in a room like this and say, I'm not signing this fucking thing until you get rid of him.
He wasn't there. Not yet. In a voice that wasn't his own, he said, "Hell yeah. Hand me a fucking pen."





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Olivier's abuse is based, somewhat loosely, on the abuses committed by Chicago's video coach Brad Aldrich, whose assaults against rookies was an open secret during this time period. His most well-known victim, unfortunately, didn't have a network like the Tennis club waiting in the wings to get him off the team. I got to thinking about how, with a group like this scouting around for gay players, considering the horrendous amount of sex abuse that exists in the hockey world, it's highly likely they would stumble upon that by mistake at least once.


  


      

  












      Chapter 7: Paulsen / Catch Season 2012
  


    Chapter Summary

    Outside his door, Ilya Rozanov looked harried, dressed for a club, twitchy and maybe drunk. "Sorry," he said. "I didn't know who else — it's Micky."

Summer 2012.



    Chapter Notes

      Thanks as always for the thoughtful comments and all the love for my ridiculous army of OCs! I haven't set a strict posting schedule for myself, but it has worked out to weekly. To that end, in a rare reversal of the AO3 author's note: you're welcome that I'm posting this early. I got an espresso maker.

I am considering adding a tentative chapter count soon, but if anyone is curious, I have the broad timeline/trajectory of this story planned out but not necessarily how many pieces I will cut it into.

Spoiler content warning for sensitive topics:
	Content notes for the cautious
	CLICK HERE

McGee has a bad reaction to club drugs that weren't what he thought he was taking. Discussions of self-harm.




      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Dylan Paulsen
          [image: Paulsen has gained a lot of forehead as a natural consequence of childrearing. He’s a little tan with some sun damage on his face and a nose that’s been clearly broken before. He has short brown hair that’s buzzed on the sides.]        
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               god i can't fucking do this to allie and the kids again              







Dylan had begged off of awards for the past few years, preferring to spend time with his family. The dynamic, obviously, had changed. Plus, the awards were in Orlando, and the boys wanted to go to Disney. They would fly in with their nanny Monday.
He stayed for most of the after party, catching up with other vets he'd lost touch with. Hunter and Archer were both in attendance, and they'd made loose plans to meet in Archer's penthouse tomorrow when they weren't so tired. Then Dylan went the fuck to bed.
Loud knocking woke him. The alarm clock on the nightstand read nearly two in the morning. Jesus. The knock came again.
Outside his door, Ilya Rozanov looked harried, dressed for a club, twitchy and maybe drunk. "Sorry," he said. "I didn't know who else — it's Micky."
In Roz's room down the hall, Micky was on the floor. Conscious, thank god, but curled on his side and shivering. The crotch of his pants was soaked.
"Fuck." Dylan hurried to kneel by his head. "What did he take?"
Looking like a kid in trouble with the teacher, Roz rubbed the back of his neck and said, "I thought it was just coke."
"Did you take it?"
He shook his head. "No. I was already on Ritalin."
Small mercies. Dylan patted Micky's cheek, but his eyes stayed glassy, pupils blown, gaze distant like he was watching something the rest of them couldn't see. "Hey, Henry? Can you hear me? I just need you to look up at me for a second, honey." He patted harder, just shy of slapping the kid, and that finally drew his eyes up, distracted, but it seemed like he could see Dylan.
He put two fingers to the kid's throat. He was flushed, warm to the touch, but his pulse seemed normal. "When did he piss himself?" he asked.
Roz sat on the edge of the bed, knee jiggling. "In the cab."
Dylan blew out a breath. It had been a while since his partying days, and he'd never gone at it like this, but he'd been on teams with enough guys like McGee to know his way around it. "Probably a K-hole," he concluded. "When did he take it?"
"Not long. He went frozen, stopped talking. I took him back right away."
"Good. Anyone see you?"
He shook his head. "Came in side door."
Dylan smoothed Micky's hair off his forehead. It was tacky with product and stayed where he put it. "We can ask the hotel to send a doctor," he explained, "but it would get back to the league. They don't like it when we make a scene in front of the sponsors. He should come out of it pretty soon, though. We'll keep an eye on him."
"Okay," Roz agreed, voice soft.
"Help me get him changed."
So the two of them got him out of his sweaty, piss-soaked clothes. Mopped him with a wet washcloth. Micky started to cooperate a little, reactions delayed to the point of absurdity. He mumbled something incoherent when Roz wiped his groin. They dressed him in boxers and put him on a towel in the center of the bed.
They settled on either side of him, Dylan wrapping an arm around Micky's shoulders, rubbing his arm. He hummed and put his head on Dylan's shoulder. Definitely coming around. "Did he say what set him off?" he asked.
Roz frowned. "It was the coke," he answered, misunderstanding.
"No, I mean why he went on a bender in the first place."
"We were just partying," he said with a shrug.
Dylan and Roz had overlapped a good amount this past year. He was a better kid than he wanted people to think. Too young, which he didn't like hearing, and didn't bottom, so Paulsen fibbed and told him he never did either, which wasn't entirely true. So mostly they'd ended up with a lot of time to talk. Roz always asked about his kids and didn't complain when Dylan showed him photos.
Petting the softer, less-gelled hair at the back of Micky's head, Dylan said, "He knows better than to pull something like this at a league event," and gave Roz a pointed look that he hoped said, and now you do, too. "But if something upset him..." He kissed the top of Micky's head.
Roz confessed, "We usually do this kind of thing, when we hang out."
Maybe that was an answer in itself. They were a lot alike, but Roz was younger, not yet at the peak of his career. Had a boy he liked. Dylan could see how that would push Micky's buttons.
"The Ritalin?"
He shrugged. "Just to help stay awake."
"Sleep does that, too," he chided.
"Okay, Dad." Roz rolled his eyes. He chewed his lips, which could have been nerves or the uppers. "You called him Henry," he said.
Dylan nodded. "That's his name." It was his youngest son's name, too. He sometimes wondered if that was why he put himself to so much trouble for Micky, subconsciously.
"Yes, but..." Roz frowned. "It's against the rules."
He laughed. High off his ass at an MLH event and worried about breaking Tennis Club rules. "When someone's fucked up, you call them the name they're gonna respond to. Right, Henry?" He jostled him.
Micky groaned and snuggled against his side. "Fuck," he mumbled, and Dylan held back the sigh of relief that he was verbal again. "I feel..."
"Like sunshine and roses, right?"
"Like ass."
Roz leaned closer, a hand on Micky's arm. "You smell like ass, too," he teased.
Micky fumbled for a moment, stopping to look at his own hand as he clumsily folded it until he was flipping Roz off.
"You scared us," Dylan murmured.
"What happened?"
Roz took the hand that was flipping him off in his own, held it. "Your coke was laced."
"We don't think anyone saw you."
Micky was quiet for long enough Dylan thought he might have spaced out again, then he made a soft huffing noise against his neck, and there was moisture there. "I'm sorry," he croaked, crying.
Roz cuddled up on the other side of him, rubbing his back. "Hey, hey, it's okay. Was boring club anyway."
"I don't want to be here," Micky whispered.
Dylan didn't think he meant Orlando. "You think you could take a shower if we help you?" he asked.
It was a big shower, but still crowded for three hockey players all together, and the least sexy three-person shower he'd ever taken. It was the first time him and Roz had ever been naked together.
Micky got less morose as he sobered up, at least, finally joking, "What, no one's gonna give me a hand job?" as they shut off the water.
"Not exactly the hottest you've ever looked," Dylan teased as they guided him out and dried him off.
They settled him into bed ("No, Mick, you must sleep on your side." "I'm fine." "This is the rule. Stop whining.") and turned off all but one light by the sitting area.
Dylan settled onto the couch and stared at the bed. "I don't want to leave him alone after this."
"I will sleep with him in the bed," Roz said.
He shook his head. "No, I mean — I mean, like next week."
Recognition washed over Roz's face, dramatic in the low light. "You think he would hurt himself."
"He just did," Dylan said. He gestured toward Micky. "He's been at this all year. I got him to ease up for a bit in the spring, but it's just getting worse. I don't like what he was saying tonight."
Roz went very quiet, hunched forward on the couch, elbows on knees. "My flight to Moscow is Tuesday," he said.
"I know," he sighed, "and I've got the boys —"
"I will reschedule." Roz nodded to himself. "I can go to San Francisco with him for a little bit."
Dylan squeezed the back of his neck. "Thank you. I've got the boys for two weeks, and then they've got summer camp. I can fly out then." He yawned, suddenly feeling the hour for what it was. Three in the goddamn morning. He was too old for this.
Just as he was about to get up, Roz said, very quietly, "My mama. She hurt herself. She died."
The admission stole the breath from his lungs. He touched Roz again, a hand on his shoulder, one on his knee. "I'm sorry," he offered.
"We can take care of him?" Roz asked.
And, Jesus, the mental well-being of Henry McGee was a weak fucking post to hang this kid's faith on. "We'll do our best. That's all we can do."





Rozanov
	Paulsen
	hey how's it going out there?

	Rozanov
	fine i think but he does not want to talk about anything
	i suggested tennis and i think he almost killed me
	today we are going to a car show

	Paulsen
	is he wanting to go out partying?

	Rozanov
	i am good at distracting dont worry
	maybe my dick will fall off but we will not go out
	send me picture from disney

	Paulsen
	IMG_2321.JPG

[image: A blurry and blown out photo of the teacup ride at Disney in motion. A man in a teacup with two boys is centered. The man is grinning broadly. ]


	Rozanov
	WHAT IS THAT
	GIANT TEACUP?
	what does it do

	Paulsen
	haha it moves around and spins!
	you haven't been to disney world?

	Rozanov
	no but now i must go!!
	buy aiden and henry ice cream ok
	i will know if you dont







Nick Baldwin
Who knew Winnipeg was so big? Before they got their own MLH team, Nick had never even heard of Winnipeg. And now he was so fucking lost in it he was gonna end up playing in a beer league. He debated looking it up on his phone, but he hadn't actually figured out data on the new international plan. He'd barely figured out phone calls.
Spinning in place, he scanned for any building that looked even remotely familiar.
"Hey, are you lost?"
Nick spun again, nearly bumping into the man that had spoken. He was a few inches taller, tan-skinned with chin-length black hair and narrow eyes. He looked like he was dressed for an office, slacks and a blue button-up that he filled out better than Nick should be noticing.
He cleared his throat. "Uh. Thanks. Yeah. I'm, um. I'm in town for the Polar Bears development camp? And we had a break, so I went to the park, but I came out in the wrong direction. So I —" He realized, too late, that he didn't need to be saying all of that. "I'm trying to get back to the MTS Center?"
"You're a hockey player?" The man's eyes scanned down him, the basketball shorts and t-shirt he'd changed into coming out of his gear.
"Yeah. I just got drafted." He puffed up a little to say it.
The man smiled at him. He had a nice fucking smile. It almost made his eyes disappear. "Well, you're about a kilometer north of where you're supposed to be."
Nick's heart sank. "Fuck," he muttered, scrubbing a hand through his hair. "I'm already supposed to be there. I'm gonna get fucking cut."
"Oh, god. Okay, tell you what." And, like it was nothing, this absolute stranger pulled a set of car keys from his pocket. The car next to them, a blue pickup truck, beeped twice. "I'll give you a lift. We can do it in a few minutes."
"Wait, really?"
"Really! Now get in. You're late." The guy had an accent Nick had never heard before, kind of an extreme version of a Canadian accent and a little to the left.
Nick climbed into the car and, as it started, offered, "I'm Nick. Baldwin."
"Zack," the guy replied, pausing as a tease before adding, "Ominayak."
They took off down the street. "Everyone told me Canadians are really nice," he said, "but this is fucking crazy. Thank you."
"Oh, I'm a hockey fan!" Zack said. "Getting our MLH team back is the best thing that's happened in Winnipeg in ages. Gotta start you off on the right foot."
"Well, hey, it's all a bunch of rookie nobodies this week, but if you come by and ask for me, I can probably score some signed merch for you," Nick offered. "Maybe some of us will be worth something someday."
Zack laughed. "I won't say 'no' to that." The car pulled up alongside the arena. "Here you are, Nick Baldwin. Go kick some ass."
"Always do," he declared, and called a final, "Thank you!" on his way out the door.





The Tennis Club
	Hollander
	Price i just saw the news are you okay?

	Paulsen
	fuck, again?

	Hunter
	i didnt see
	wheres he going

	Casey
	coming to pittsburgh. he landed last night. i got him.
	trying not to look at his phone but i can pass on anything you wanna say.

	Hollander
	tell him to message me if he wants help with an apartment

	Hunter
	i can come visit this summer if that would cheer him up

	Hollander
	also i'm sorry :(

	Martin
	give him a hug for me!!

	Berggren
	fuck him stupid for me :P
	tell him i said that he will laugh

	Paulsen
	just tell him we're all here for him, okay?







Dylan Paulsen
Saying goodbye to the boys was harder than Dylan expected. It wasn't like he'd been the most present father in the world, given his work schedule, but he'd underestimated the way passively being around—glimpsing them at the breakfast table or stopping in for a goodnight kiss after a game—added up to a sense of togetherness that he didn't have now.
He'd thought he had a few years left, maybe, before he retired. Now he wasn't so sure. Maybe his heart would give way before his back.
In San Francisco, the doorman at the apartment building was expecting him, but when Rozanov opened the door to the penthouse and led him inside, Micky looked up from the couch and said, "Oh, what the fuck are you doing here?"
Dylan raised his eyebrows at Roz. "You didn't tell him?"
"He's not afraid of me," Roz replied. "He's afraid of you. You tell him."
Micky groaned. He was in nothing but a pair of athletic shorts and a backward baseball cap, bare feet propped on the coffee table, TV on mute. He looked better than Dylan had seen him in a while, though still thin from playoffs. "I know what you're doing, chucklefucks," he snapped. "I'm fucking fine. I don't need a babysitter."
"Oh, then nevermind," Dylan deadpanned. "I'll go get a flight back to fucking Winnipeg." He brought his suitcase to the couch and sat next to him. "Nice to see you, too." He unzipped the front pocket and produced a plastic set of Mickey ears.
"I'm not wearing those," Micky said immediately.
"Good, they're not for you. Roz?"
Roz's face lit up immediately. He snatched the ears away, grinning. "No changing your mind," he told Micky. "They're mine." Then he put them on his head and posed like a fucking runway model.
Micky laughed. "Yeah, they look good on you."
Dylan noticed another suitcase by the door. "When do you have to leave, Roz?"
"Ah, not for a few hours. I have to layover in New York forever." He dropped onto the armchair without removing his ears. "Why, you want threesome for the road?" Though he said it like a tease, he looked a little too hopeful.
"Oh, yeah," Micky said, eyes going sharp like they did before a good chirp. "Roz said you won't touch him. If you're afraid for his innocence, it's sweet, but don't bother."
"He's closer to Aiden's age than mine," Dylan said, firm.
Micky hummed. "So if we fucked before he left, say, here in the living room. You wouldn't watch?"
Dylan glanced between the two of them, realizing for the first time that he was in a room with two catastrophic shit-stirrers, neither of them too high to do something about it. "Are you planning to fuck right here in the living room?"
Grabbing himself through his shorts, Micky waggled his eyebrows at Roz.
Roz's eyes fixed on Micky's groin, then slid to Dylan, seeming to gauge his reaction. Then he blew an inelegant raspberry and declared, "Don't listen to him. I just sucked his cock. He can't get it up again."
Micky flipped him off.
They ordered in a late lunch. Roz had a million questions about Disney World, and Micky had a million and one smartass quips about how lame it was, but both of them looked at his pictures from the trip, and Micky said, "Jesus, when did Henry get that tall? He's like a little person now."
"Have you met any of Danilov's kids?" Dylan asked Roz.
His mouth full, he shook his head. "Mm-mm." He took a sip of his soda. "We do not meet up in Moscow. Too risky."
Micky bristled at that. "What, you couldn't just say, like, hey we're two fucking MLH players that both live in Moscow, of course we fucking know each other?"
"However careful we have to be here, it's ten times worse in Russia," Roz said, shrugging like it was no big deal. "It was not always so bad, when I was younger, but it gets worse every year."
Dylan frowned. "Do you have to go back? Like, for your visa?"
He shook his head. "For my family, I do. It's fine. I just fuck women. No big deal. Russian women are very beautiful."
Roz left before long, and then it was just the two of them, standing by the door after seeing him off. Micky's eyes flicked over Dylan's face, cautious. "You really didn't have to come," he said.
Reaching for him, Dylan murmured, "Come here, honey," and in a second, Micky's face was tucked into his neck, whole body pressed tight against him, nearly trembling until Dylan got his arms around him and squeezed, pushed his fingers through the back of his hair. Swayed him. "You gonna be good for me while I'm here?"
Micky nodded, breath catching and then releasing slow, shaking.
"There's my good boy."





The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	ok sound off wheres everyone at now
	trades? contract changes?

	Martin
	montreal is bringing me in for training camp!
	which is good bc my ELC is up next year :/

	Hollander
	it's gonna be your year for sure :)

	Gardonyi
	im going to the ahl in providence

	Williams
	hey ahl gang!!
	my elc is sliding a year so im good

	Lorenzo
	in case anyone didnt hear already

	Williams
	LOL

	Lorenzo
	2 year contract
	1.8M hit cap
	one way

	Cohen
	just mail us all copies of your contract lmfao

	Berggren
	re-signed with nomads, 4.7M with a no move
	i took a cut to avoid the defense shuffle

	Casey
	smart move. shit's crazy.

	Villa
	im going to training camp too
	if anyone wants to kill a phoenix defenseman during preseason

	McGee
	with pleasure

	Villa
	oh no
	wait
	i dont actually want that on my conscience lol







Nick Baldwin
A security guy stuck his head in the dressing room and called, "Baldwin? Someone here to see you."
He frowned. His parents weren't planning to visit until next week. A couple of the guys shot him curious looks.
"Named Zack?" the security guard prompted.
Realization dawned. "Oh!" He bumped his shoulder against the guy next to him, a goalie. "It's that guy, the one that saved me when I got lost. Shit, I said I'd get him some merch and we'd sign it for when we all get famous someday."
The idea seemed to tickle his teammates, who immediately roped the security guy into tracking down some sharpies. Nick badgered the equipment manager until he handed over a training jersey with a misprint of Ruotsalainen's name. They all signed it, and then, while the ink was still drying, Nick sprinted to the security desk.
Zack was peering around the entryway with an almost solemn expression. In sharp contrast to the suit he'd worn when they met, today he wore jeans and an orange t-shirt that said Roseau River Construction. He noticed Nick, and his whole face transformed with a grin. He waved. "Hey!"
"You came!" Nick said, jogging the last few steps to him. "I'm glad. I told all the guys how you saved my ass, and they agree you're a total hero."
Standing up, Zack shrugged. "Just doing what any Polar Bears fan should." He gestured at the shirt. "Is this all the future MLH superstars?"
Nick held it forward proudly. "You bet! Winnipeg's finest."
He took the jersey and looked it over, smile high in the apples of his cheeks. "Hey, this is really special," he said. "I'm gonna keep this forever." He glanced back the way Nick had come. "Do you have to get back?"
"Oh, no, we just wrapped up, and today was the last day for development camp."
"How'd it go?"
Nick shrugged. "Good. Fun. Really fucking hard." He laughed. "I probably won't end up on the roster right away, but I don't have a juniors contract, so I'll play here with the Manitoba Moose anyway."
Zack squinted at him, like he was trying to figure something out, then said, "Well, hey, I was about to get something to eat. Any chance I could buy a meal for a future hockey star?" He held the shirt out. "This is more than a five-minute ride deserves."
The offer caught him by surprise, made a little question of something stir in his gut. But Zack was obviously just the most friendly, welcoming guy in a country full of friendly and welcoming.
"Definitely," he said, "You can show me what's good around here." If nothing else, Nick thought, it would be nice to have a non-hockey friend in town.
Zack led them down the street to a little fish fry place that had completely escaped Nick's notice, despite having walked past it several times. "You like fish, right?" he checked before they ordered at the counter, and when he got a nod, insisted, "This place is the best. I come here way too much."
"You live nearby then?" Nick asked as they settled into a booth.
Tipping his head from side to side, Zack said, "About half the time. Depends where I'm working." He gestured at his shirt, the construction company logo. "Right now, we're planning a big project for Poplar River, and their government office is down the street. The work will be way north, though."
"That's awesome," Nick said. "I tried to fix a stuck window in my dorm last year and accidentally put a hole in the wall, so, y'know, respect."
Zack tipped his head back when he laughed really hard, like he was crowing at the moon. Nick found it ridiculously charming.
"So they recruited you out of college?"
Nick nodded. "Bemidji in Minnesota. Go Beavers." He shrugged. "I dropped out this summer when I got drafted, figured I'd rather get paid to focus on hockey than pretend to go to class and play for free."
Their food arrived, and Nick told himself that fish was definitely on the nutrition plans he'd gotten, even if fried to hell and 50% breading was definitely not.
"So what kind of construction do you do?" Nick asked. "Like, houses and stuff?"
Zack laughed. "And stuff. I run the company with my dad and my sister." He paused. "Are you from the States?" he guessed.
Nick bobbed his head. "Iowa."
"Ah. Alright, well Roseau River is a reservation. That's where I grew up."
"Like an Indian reservation?" He cringed. "Or, wait. Sorry, are they still called that?" Nick felt suddenly mortified, though a few pieces were clicking into place. He was pretty sure he'd met one Native American in his whole life, and that was at a craft fair in Des Moines.
Zack's face did something sort of complicated, but the corners of his mouth stayed tipped up. "Yeah, that's what they're called. No worries. Anyway, we had a real housing shortage down there, and the Canadian construction companies were basically upcharging for even having to set foot on reservation land. So, we figured, fuck it. How hard can it be to build a house?"
His rueful expression suggested that it had, in fact, ended up being pretty hard.
"That's really cool. And obviously you're doing business, like, lots of places now."
"We ended up with a kind of weird business model. We build these super expensive rustic cabins for rich people, make a ton of money off that, and then we use it to subsidize reservation development projects. We're making it work."
Nick ducked his head, suddenly aware that Zack was probably a decent amount older than him. Not old-old, but grown. He probably seemed like a kid in comparison. "You know, the morning before the draft, they put us all in a room and taught us, like, how to use a bank account?"
It got him another head-back laugh. "Oh, God, tell me they do a little more for you than that?"
He shook his head. "Not really. I gotta figure out how to rent an apartment this week. I don't even know where to start. Everything looks really expensive."
Zack seemed really focused on his fish all the sudden, chewing carefully before he finally said, "Well, what if I helped you take a look?"
"What?" That twist in his gut from earlier reappeared. "Oh, I didn't mean—you've already been so fucking nice."
"Okay, so let me be more nice," he said with a shrug.
Nick could feel his face going hot, pulse thrumming a little too strong. This was a lot, even for a nice Canadian. He didn't think he was reading it wrong. Cautiously, he broached, "Can I ask why?"
Zack's eyes flicked over his face. His smile dropped for the first time since they'd sat down. "Isn't spending time with a cute guy reason enough?" he asked, tone light but broad shoulders squaring like he was bracing for a fight. When Nick didn't answer right away, he said, "If that bothers you, sorry. You can go. No hard feelings."
"I don't wanna go," Nick said.





Allie Gator
	Allie Gator
	Hi baby! Nothing to worry about but I had to pick Henry up from camp early

	Paulsen
	Oh no, why?

	Allie Gator
	Just really homesick and wasn't getting over it. I think going straight from Florida was too much for him. He's home now

	Paulsen
	Do you think he'll be alright for Winnipeg? I can fly to you instead

	Allie Gator
	He'll be fine! I got him into a day camp starting next week and until Aiden gets home. They're excited for the trip

	Paulsen
	Which nanny is flying with them? I could come to Atlanta and fly with them instead. I'll be in California until they visit

	Allie Gator
	What are you doing in California?

	Paulsen
	Just visiting with a friend

	Allie Gator
	You know you can tell me if you're seeing someone 🙂

	Paulsen
	Just a friend 🙂

	Allie Gator
	Okay well Lucilia is flying with them and you need a nanny up there anyway. I don't want you hiring someone they don't know

	Paulsen
	Or I could handle them just fine on my own

	Allie Gator
	Lucilia is excited to see Winnipeg.

	Paulsen
	Okay okay! Can you have Henry call me before bed tonight?

	Allie Gator
	Of course. Love you ♥️

	Paulsen
	Love you ♥️

Today, 3:20 PM








Dylan Paulsen
The real showstopper of Micky's penthouse was the private balcony, which had a grill station the size of a kitchen and was large enough to host a whole team of hockey players. With just the two of them out here, it felt decadently open, dangerously public.
"You look so sweet like that, honey." Dylan stroked his fingers through Micky's hair. Not gummed up with product for a change, it was ginger-colored, just barely curling. At the praise, his half-lidded eyes slid shut, his soft whimper muffled by Dylan's cock. Micky was straddling one of his bare feet, rutting his erection into it like he didn't know he was doing it. "That feel good? You wanna come like this?"
A louder whine now, the rock of his hips more purposeful even as he choked Dylan down another half inch, tears in his eyes.
Dylan's head fell back against the back of the couch. "Fuck! Just like that, honey. You're so good." He stroked the taut drum of Micky's cheek down to the spit-wet corner of his mouth. His own orgasm was building, a slow burn that he knew would catch all at once. "You want it in your mouth or on your face? You can have whatever you want."
Micky made another hurt noise around his dick, hugged Dylan's leg and rutted forward. He could feel the wetness soaked through his shorts, smearing at the front of his ankle, and then a lot more, fingernails digging into the meat of his calf.
That was what did it for him. His own hips lifted as he held Micky's head firmly in place. He probably didn't even taste it, it was so far down his throat.
When he let him up, Micky coughed and pressed his face into Dylan's groin.
He smiled. "Come here, honey." He barely had to tug once before Micky crawled into his lap, curled warm and loose against his bare chest. Dylan rubbed his back. Kissed his head. Let them bask in the late morning sun for several minutes before he murmured, "You really needed that, huh?"
No hesitation. Micky just nodded. He didn't get this from anyone else anymore. The only other guy, Spyrou, retired in 2009, a year after he caught the kid. It scared the shit out of Dylan, having sole responsibility when he needed it so badly, when they saw one another so infrequently.
It wasn't sustainable. This past year was proof of that.
Figuring this was as amenable as Micky ever got, Dylan asked, "Are you gonna tell me what set you off at the awards last month?"
Micky tensed. Without lifting his face from its hidey-hole at the base of Dylan's neck, he mumbled, "Does it matter? I'm fine now."
He kept rubbing his back, soothing the beast preemptively. "It matters. You can't keep spiraling out like that. I'm not gonna be around forever to pick you back up."
That did it. Micky pulled away, still straddling his lap but glaring now. "Jesus. Don't talk like you're dying. You're retiring in a few years."
Dylan held him by the hips. "It might be sooner than that."
"What?" And, God, that panic on his face was exactly what he'd been worried about.
"Not seeing my kids is killing me."
Micky tried to pull back, but not hard enough to break his hold. "Okay? Okay, so talk to Allie, figure something else out. Fucking Christ!"
"Mick," he said, firm. "That's not the point. Next year or three years from now, I'm gonna retire."
A new resolve settled over Micky's features, the arrogant mask most people thought was his whole self. "Who gives a shit?" he snapped. "I'll just give you my actual number."
"You know the rules."
"Fuck the rules!" Every last reserve of post-coital agreeableness was gone. Micky shoved at his chest. "That's a stupid fucking rule. It doesn't make any sense, and everyone acts like it's some noble rite of passage. How many guys have come out after they left the club?"
Dylan shook his head. "Just because they didn't do a press release - "
"Zero. It's fucking zero, and you know it. So what's the point? You're gonna be free after you retire? You gonna go to Fire Island, get a boyfriend? Allison's gonna gossip to her friends about how good her relationship with her gay ex-husband is? You gonna take your kids to the pride parade? Give me a fucking break, Dylan."
He only used first names in moments like this: button-pushing. "Henry," he said, pushing back. "I don't know what that life looks like. But I'm gonna find out, and that means leaving the club. Don't you want that someday?"
Micky nearly snarled. "Sure, when I'm fucking thirty-five and my knees are too fucked to get down on them anymore. That's a great time to explore my fucking submissive side."
For the millionth time, he said, "You could ask Casey."
And, for the millionth time, Micky responded with blind panic. He tried harder to wrench away, so Dylan wrapped an arm around his back, pulled him in tighter. They were about the same size, but Micky's muscles were lean and vain, and he'd been on a playoff run last season. He played dirty, though, thrust the heel of his hand into Dylan's bad shoulder, so Dylan used his mass to haul them both sideways, wrestling him onto the couch.
Micky yelled, "I didn't ask for any of this!" He kept squirming even as Dylan pinned his arms to his chest. "I didn't ask to have to hide like a fucking rat! Wait half my life before I can have a normal fucking relationship!"
Shorter of breath than he ought to be, Dylan pressed him down. "You could have a normal relationship, if you wanted. With a woman."
Micky's eyes were wild as a trapped bird's. "What would I tell her? I'm mostly into dudes, but I guess you're hot enough to do the job? It's bad enough what you did to Allison."
"Watch it," Dylan said, low, because Micky liked to test boundaries when he was worked up like this, but he knew better than to bring Allie into it.
"I don't fucking deserve this," he said, his own volume dropping in response. "None of us do, but the rest of you faggots hate yourselves too much to admit it."
He was really trying for something here, trying for a reaction, which usually meant he wanted to be put over a knee and spanked, so Dylan caught him by the back of his neck and squeezed. "Do you want something?" he growled.
But he'd read it wrong. Micky's eyes glassed over all at once in tears. "Yes," he croaked, and he didn't mean sex at all. Or not just sex, anyway.
Dylan squeezed his neck more gently, then got off of him. Pulled him back up against his side and held him. Sometimes he thought that a boyfriend was just the first thing anyone ever told Micky he couldn't have, and he'd been mad about it ever since.
Micky tucked in against his neck again, breaths puffing hot against his skin. "Do you ever think about what it would be like if you didn't get caught?" he asked.
Jesus. He'd been in the club for eight years. Most of his career now. "Not really," he admitted. "I have thought about what would have happened if Spyrou didn't catch you."
Because Micky would have been fucked. Photographed drunk in a gay bar making out with a guy. Spyrou was one of the original club members and had just traded to San Francisco. Thank god. He made the whole thing go away. Saved his career.
"Yeah," Micky murmured. "Me, too."





McGee
	Paulsen
	the boys got here this morning. the house is already a mess, haha. it was raining so the whole basement is a giant blanket fort and i told the nanny to just leave it up, that's just what the basement is gonna be from now on.
	what did you do today?

	McGee
	not much tbh
	worked out
	call w my agent

	Paulsen
	what did he want?

	McGee
	some tech bros event thing
	they like having athletes around

	Paulsen
	they like having coke around too

	McGee
	omfg relax

	Paulsen
	you gonna be good?

	McGee
	yeah
	promise







Nick Baldwin
For almost two months before training camp, Nick's life transformed into something he hardly recognized. The first week, he and Zack kept checking in: Is this moving too fast?—Maybe, but I don't mind. Do you mind?—I don't mind, and once that was out of their systems, it was easy. Ridiculously easy. Nick got an apartment with a short-term lease, because... well, maybe... and Zack had just nodded and kissed him breathless.
Nick was mostly shacked up at Zack's place at first anyway, and then once training camp started, they just migrated to his new apartment, since it was closer to the arena.
He'd never had a boyfriend before. Nick had messed around with a couple of guys in college, discretely, but it had never felt like this. He didn't know he could feel like this.
Zack liked to cup his face in both hands while he kissed him, to press his thumbs to the hinges of Nick's jaw, coax his mouth open like he was handling a delicate piece of machinery. He pulled back with one last lick to Nick's lower lip and murmured, "What do you want tonight?"
Tomorrow, Zack was leaving for Poplar River to start the new development project. They wouldn't see each other for three or four weeks, depending on how many preseason games the Polar Bears put him in and whether he made the roster. Nick wasn't holding his breath. He was competing against a couple of really solid centers. Besides, seeing Zack a week earlier would be a good consolation prize.
They were already undressed next to the bed. Nick tugged him closer until their erections were pressed snug between them, slid his hands over the tight, lean muscle of Zack's ass. "Can I fuck you?"
Warm lips on his own, thumbs pressing at his jaw, the slide of tongue behind his teeth. "Please," Zack whispered, then pulled him onto the bed.
Nick barely let any space between them as he stretched Zack on his fingers. Wanted to watch as he tipped his head back, the way he did when he laughed, and gasped ragged when he stroked him just right. Wanted to feel his pulse against his tongue when he kissed his throat. Wanted to press his hard cock into Zack's thigh so he could feel just how much he loved this, too.
Zack didn't exactly have a hockey player's hip mobility, so they rolled onto their sides for the main act, knees tucked together while he guided himself into the addictive clutch of Zack's body.
"You gonna miss me?" Nick asked, shaking with the effort to not move right away.
Looking faintly dazed, Zack nodded. "I'm gonna think about this. About you, just like this."
Nick curled around to kiss him, though they could only just reach, and it was a sloppy thing. "You're so fucking beautiful. Can I...?"
Zack nodded, and they rolled together like a wave.







The next morning, Nick blinked awake at the alarm clock on the nightstand, and panic struck like a bucket of ice water. "Fuck," he said, scrambling out of bed. "Fuck!"
On the bed, Zack groaned, scrubbing at his face.
"Sorry," he said, grabbing the first clothes he could find on the floor. "Fuck. We forgot to set the alarm. I'm gonna be fucking late."
Zack sat up quickly then, muttering his own curses and swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. "I can drive you," he said. "Breathe. How much time we got?"
It ended up not being so dire, once a car was involved, and they pulled into an alley around the corner from the arena with five whole minutes to spare.
"Thank you," Nick said for the millionth time. "Sorry we had to rush our morning."
Zack grinned. "Worth it for a good night." He reached over, careful to keep his hand low and out of sight, and squeezed Nick's. "I'll call you tonight, yeah? You're gonna get sick of me calling."
Nick shook his head. "No way." He glanced up and down the alley furtively, then leaned across the center console and kissed his boyfriend. No sweet peck on the lips either, he lingered there, soaking it up like a camel getting ready to cross the desert.
They parted, and the first thing Nick saw was a Winnipeg Polar Bears hoodie. A player, one he recognized, a veteran winger, was standing at the mouth of the alley in front of them. Staring.
"Fuck," Zack said. "Fuck, I'm sorry, are you—?"
"I gotta go," Nick said quickly, opening the door. "I'll call you later, okay? I'll be fine." He didn't know if that was true.
The guy walked toward them. Zack seemed like he wanted to wait, so Nick waved him on, and the truck pulled slowly past the player.
"Um," Nick said, "about that." And his voice sounded oddly casual for someone who was almost certainly having a heart attack right now.
The guy shook his head. "We're gonna be late. Let's talk later, okay?"
The whole morning was a disaster. He was reminded of the guy's name—Paulsen—and alternated between desperately trying not to look at him and frantically checking to see if he was talking to anyone else, if anyone else was looking at him weird. He missed passes he should have been able to make in his sleep. The coaches were giving him dirty looks.
By the time the lunch break rolled around, Nick was pretty sure he'd just ruined his entire career. Fuck, he dropped out of college for this.
A hand grabbed him by the elbow in the hallway. "Come with me," Paulsen said.
They left the arena. There were a few food trucks parked across the street, and Paulsen led him to a burrito truck without asking his opinion. He motioned at the menu. He was wearing a silicone wedding ring. "My treat," he said.
"Thanks," Nick said, even though he kind of felt like throwing up.
Food acquired, Paulsen led him in the direction of the park. "I won't tell anyone," he said.
Something unclenched in his chest. "Thank you."
"Was that your boyfriend?"
Nick flushed. Nodded.
"Is it serious?"
He unwrapped his burrito mostly for something to do while he decided the answer to that question. He took a bite, chewed it, and then said, "It's kind of new, but... yeah, I want it to be. I really like him." Nick wondered if the guy would try to talk him out of it or something, tell him to dump Zack and find a girl instead.
Paulsen smiled. "You need to be more careful," he said. "If it had been anyone else that saw you, you'd probably be having a really different conversation right now."
"You're okay with it, though?"
That seemed to give him pause, which was stressful. Maybe he'd change his mind about it. Maybe Nick shouldn't have asked.
"He's not a hockey player, is he?" Paulsen asked instead of answering.
"No. He works construction."
Paulsen nodded, thoughtful. They arrived at the edge of the park, and he stopped to stare at a couple of empty tennis courts, chewing.
Feeling unbelievably awkward, Nick asked, "Do you play tennis?"
That almost got him a laugh. "Sometimes," he agreed. He turned to Nick. "You shouldn't bother, though. It's more trouble than it's worth." At Nick's confused look, he added, "Tennis elbow. All that."
"Oh. I guess."
"Anyway, I hope it works out with that guy," Paulsen said. "Really. Take a walk, get your head on straight. Don't play this afternoon like you did this morning, got it?"
Nick let himself relax the rest of the way. He nodded. "Yeah, got it. Thank you."
And Paulsen walked away.





The Tennis Club
	McGee
	caught one

	Williams
	hello??

	Casey
	what do you mean you caught one? you got a lead?

	McGee
	no he fucked me so im pretty sure

	Casey
	christ are you serious? you didnt think to run anything by us?

	Vrubel
	case its not worth it, your blood pressure

	Casey
	id ask if you were careful but of fucking course you werent

	McGee
	as roz likes to say
	i caught a vibe
	and then i caught a dick

	Hunter
	mick you know thats not okay







McGee
	Paulsen
	would you stop pissing casey off on purpose?

	McGee
	im literally just saying what happened

	Paulsen
	no you're not







The Tennis Club
	Casey
	one of these days youre gonna get outed
	again
	and everyones gonna be too sick of your shit to save you

	Hollander
	again?

	Williams
	o shit do u not know the micky lore

	Paulsen
	case that's enough.
	we're not going there.

	McGee
	id rather get outed than be a miserable piece of shit like u

	Hunter
	not the time williams







McGee
	Paulsen
	would you stop pissing casey off on purpose?

	McGee
	im literally just saying what happened

	Paulsen
	no you're not
	stop it now. i'm serious.
	you're trying to get him to hurt you and it's gonna work







The Tennis Club
	Lorenzo
	fucking lay off both of you
	holy shit
	micky did he agree to join yet?

	McGee
	ya im adding him now so have your bitch fits somewhere else

	Gardonyi
	whats his name?







Casey
	Casey
	can you do something about him before i kill him?

	Paulsen
	i'm fucking trying and we're working on it
	you know he was sober this summer?

	Casey
	what, so he stops getting high and now he's gotta get his rocks off making risky catches?

	Paulsen
	he's not going to get there overnight
	and saying we're gonna fucking abandon him isn't helping
	talk to him like that again and we're going to have a problem

	Casey
	got it. sorry.







The Tennis Club
	McGee
	guys this is tanner eastman hes gonna be playing for our development team way the fuck out in worcester this year so u new england boys better take care of him

	Gardonyi
	wait for real??
	holy shit thats sick we play u guys a ton
	wait is he even here yet

	Eastman
	hey sorry ya im here
	sorry this app is weird lol
	where do u play

	Gardonyi
	providence!
	so ur only like 45mins from me
	this rules

	Rozanov
	welcome to tennis club eastman
	i am close to you also in boston

	Eastman
	ILYA ROZANOV?

	McGee
	n suddenly im chopped liver lmao


          [image: Eastman has brown eyes, brown hair and a hungry, doberman pointyness to his face. His hair is styled in a little bit of a halfassed slick back. He's giving baby greaser.]        

                                  












  










Tanner

Eastman
                    a.k.a. "Easy"                  




                Worcester Barracuda

Worcester, MA, USA              

                                                	#17                  	RW                
                                  	 5’11”                   	 176lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	May 1992,  Buffalo, NY, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2012, McGee                  
                              


                ILYA ROZANOV?              












  
    Chapter End Notes

    Nick Baldwin is not technically an OC! Like Victor Lundin last catch season and Liam Casey, he's mentioned briefly in the books.

Mock’s bibliography: paulsen’s teacup picture was ref’d from a portion of this Reddit post. 💖


  


      

  












      Chapter 8: Martin
  


    Chapter Summary

    Fall 2012, Martin explores photography.



    Chapter Notes

      This one is a little later than usual, but I hope you will forgive me on account of the orgy in this chapter <3

Also, you can blame/thank sufferbot for putting the Hayden Pike plotline in this chapter into my brain. The second I read it, I was like, okay that DOES have to happen....

Also also, there IS a (tentative) chapter count now.

Also also ALSO (final also) I decided to pivot away from hover-translate text strategy and instead am indicating non-English dialogue (and texting) in italics.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  "You're going soft again," Jeremy observed.
On the bed, Hollander groaned and covered his face with both hands. In French, he muttered, "Sorry if you fixing the lighting isn't doing it for me," but then he obediently jerked his cock back to hardness.
"I'm almost finished, I promise." He adjusted the lamp at the end of the bed so it shone between Shane's bare legs, illuminating his hole and balls. Jeremy frowned. It looked vaguely menacing, having a spotlight on it, but the photography books Hollander checked out from the library insisted that lighting was the key to clear, attractive pictures.
He raised the camera, eyes on the preview screen, playing with the angles.
"Remember, like two-thirds of the frame," Hollander advised.
"Hold the bottom of your dick like just a second ago," Jeremy requested. "Like you are making an offering of it, you know?"
"Like this?" He braced his thumb and forefinger around the base, pressing it up to an aggressive angle.
Jeremy snapped a photo. "Okay, now tip your knees out a little and let it lay flat on your belly."
Hollander obeyed, but it was already going soft again, and he could see the nerves on his friend's face. With a sigh, Jeremy set the camera aside and crawled up between his legs.
"What are you doing?" Hollander asked, but the corner of his lips crept up, dimpling his cheek.
"I think in porn they call it 'fluffing'," he advised, then took Hollander's cock into his mouth with a hum. It was a familiar weight on his tongue, and by now, they knew each other's tricks, had talked about what they liked the same way they talked about what the other guys in the club liked.
A hand settled into his hair, just petting. "Shit, Marty..."
He pulled off and looked. It was a really nice dick. Jeremy liked to think he could find the beauty in any dick if there was a nice enough guy attached to it, but Hollander's took no effort to get there. Straight as an arrow, not too big, circumcised but not so aggressively that it pulled his balls tight. He kept his pubes tidy, but not enough that it looked like primping.
Because he was laying in his own light, Jeremy pushed up and shifted to the side, grabbed the camera, and took a few more.
"Okay, okay, show me," Hollander huffed.
Jeremy settled onto the bed next to him and pulled up the last photo on the preview screen.
"Oh," Hollander said, slipping back into English. "That's not..."
Not right. Jeremy agreed. He frowned at the screen, clicking through the others, trying to figure out what made them so unsettling. "Maybe a dick isn't supposed to have so much light on it," he theorized. "You know, for faces it's good. For your balls..."
"And maybe not the digital camera," Hollander agreed. "It's too clear. Looks like we're trying too hard."
Which they were, certainly. Last spring, they'd spent two hours on the couch going through all of the dick pics the other guys had sent to the group chat while Hollander freaked out about what constituted a good or bad dick pic. Rozanov's, they both agreed, was objectively bad. Too dark, kind of blurry, way too close. But instead of lowering the stakes, for some reason it made Hollander determined that he could only send a dick pic if it was objectively perfect.
That was when the research began.
Jeremy blew out a noisy breath and put the camera on the nightstand. "Do you want to get off or did it ruin the mood?" he asked.
They sucked each other off at the same time, Jeremy on top and Hollander's hands clenched tight around the backs of his thighs. They practically had this down to a science now, timing out the tell-tale signs, slowing down and speeding up so they could come at just about the same time.
Rolling apart after, Jeremy looked up at the lamp he'd set up earlier, which was now illuminating Hollander's feet instead of his cock. "I don't think we'll have a photo ready before the Boston game," he realized, apologetic. It was their first preseason game of the year.
"He knows what it looks like," Hollander yawned. He got too lazy for French after he'd come.
"Do you have a place to meet up with him after?" It was too risky to meet up at Hollander's apartment. He didn't get papped constantly, but there was no knowing when a slow news day might have someone camped outside.
Hollander frowned. "We can't come here?"
Jeremy raised an eyebrow at him.
"You should join us," he insisted, which was just so typically him. Every fucking time they had this argument. "It's getting weird he hasn't met you yet."
Taking the path of least resistance, Jeremy made an excuse: "I don't want to hook up during preseason this year," he decided. "I need to focus on getting out of the minors."
Hollander narrowed his eyes like he knew what he was doing, but he didn't push. "We can get a hotel," he decided.
          [image: Martin has a face that could very easily be too intense, but his personality brings a lot of needed softness. If willem dafoe is an 11, Martin is a 6 in cheekbones. He has green eyes and soft brown hair. He has some fake teeth that are noticeably whiter than his natural ones.]        

                                  











  










Jeremy

Martin
                    a.k.a. "Marty"                  




                Montreal Metros

Montreal, QC, CA              

                                                	#47                  	D                
                                  	 6'1"                  	 188lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	September 1988,  Lausanne, Switzerland                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	French, English, Italian                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Laval Rocket (AHL), Lausanne HC (NL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2009, Danilov                  
                              


                It is nicer, when it is someone who knows.              












The Tennis Club
	Martin
	i made starting roster!!

	Archer
	congrats kid

	Cohen
	that means your first game is against me!
	its been ages since we got to play
	im not going easy on you :P

	Martin
	you mean in the game or the night before...?

	Kallio
	You'll be in Vancouver with me and Shane next month. You could come hiking with us. We're planning to do Mt. Seymour.

	Martin
	oh thank you!!
	i would rather die but thank you

	Eastman
	you don't like hiking?

	Hollander
	marty makes me drive to the suburbs to kill spiders for him sometimes

	Martin
	omg dont tell people that!!

	Rozanov
	idk if this is casual behavior
	just saying

	McGee
	..............roz







Hollander glanced briefly at him on his way to his stall, then stopped, backed up a step, and looked again. He dithered, glanced at one of the wingers, Pike, then came over and asked in French, "Are you good?"
Jeremy smiled and nodded and didn't throw up, and when Hollander leaned a little closer, he said, "I am freaking out. Coach stared at me half the time he talked in there."
It was a new defensive strategy, one they had run a few times in practice and only once in preseason—but not while Jeremy was playing.
They had made a point, when they were in the Metros locker room together before, to not pay too much attention to each other. Hollander was on the cautious side of the Tennis Club guys, and Jeremy respected that. With his level of celebrity in Montreal, his draft ranking, and the attention the league gave to his and Rozanov's rivalry, not only was he more visible than most of them but also he had more to lose. Jeremy should have waved him off. Hollander was too nice to ignore a friend in crisis.
"I'm going to fuck it up," he whispered.
Hollander shook his head and smiled. "You're not going to fuck it up. You'll do great." But if he stuck to mindless platitudes, he wouldn't have been Shane Hollander. He sat down on the bench next to Jeremy and said, "Don't go too wide on the intercept and don't let them approach the goal from the back angle. Everything else will feel natural."
He let out a slow breath. Shut his eyes. Nodded. "Okay. Okay."
"And after the game," Shane added, "we can watch your stupid dating show."
"It's not stupid!" Jeremy gasped, outraged.
A shadow passed over them. When he looked up, Hayden Pike was looming above them, already in his skates, his brow creased. "Do you two know each other?"
Immediately, he could see Hollander start to panic. "Of course. Martin's on the team," he said, clearly ready to dig in with blunt denial.
Before the hole could get any deeper, Jeremy added, "Yes, but before then, too. We play tennis sometimes. Hollander helped me train this summer."
Pike looked at Hollander, lifting an eyebrow. "You play tennis?"
Shit. He was going to have to craft a narrative from scratch here. Jeremy, thankfully, was a very good liar. He only had to hope Hollander didn't try to help him. He couldn't lie to save his own life.
"Um, sometimes," Hollander evaded.
"I play tennis," Jeremy explained. "I thought maybe if I got Hollander to play, I could be better than him at something." He heaved a too-dramatic sigh. "Tragically, he is good at tennis, too."
Grinning, Pike turned his attention away from Hollander, which was good. "You're up from Laval this year, right?" he asked.
"Yes! I played there three years, and before then in Switzerland. I ran into Hollander at the gym—when was it, Hollander? More than a year, I think."
"Something like that," Hollander agreed, playing along. He motioned at his stall. "I should gear up."
Their little trio began to break up, Jeremy turning back to his stall, Hollander heading for his, but before they were entirely in the clear, Pike said, "Hey, we should get a drink after the game."
Jeremy forced himself to smile, though he despaired internally, suspecting that they would not have time to watch his show tonight.





The Tennis Club
	McGee
	hey casey wtf is this? https://www.instagram.com/p/iTC8Ig2KM

	Cohen
	u know u can just dm ppl when u want to start fights

	Casey
	it's called instagram. it's a website.

	Cohen
	u dont have to do it in front of everyone

	Casey
	also why are you stalking my socials?
	you don't follow me do you?

	McGee
	its called a burner account gramps

	Eastman
	oh u got engaged?
	like to a chick?
	how does that work?

	Danilov
	well when a gay man loves paying alimony and child support very much...

	Casey
	fuck off all of you.
	i'm not justifying myself to you.

	Gardonyi
	wait does she know that ur gay?

	McGee
	ya case does she know that ur gay

	Paulsen
	not helpful mick
	case are you sure about this?

	Hunter
	at this point i dont think anyone would question you saying you're giving up on marriage man
	if this is you trying to shake suspicion

	McGee
	also shes a fucking person so theres that

	Price
	he turned off his phone guys
	hes really upset please lay off

	Hunter
	price how long has he even known this woman?

	Price
	not very long :/







The problem, Jeremy reflected, was that Hollander was too nice. Also that Hayden Pike didn't know how to take a hint. He smiled and waved at Pike as he approached down the tennis court, a few steps behind Hollander with a racket slung over one shoulder. "Hi, nice to see you!" he called then, once Hollander was in range, still smiling, switched to French: "What the hell is he doing here?"
Hollander mumbled, "He asked to come. What was I supposed to say?"
He didn't suggest, No, because he was pretty sure even Pike knew that word in French. Jeremy glanced between the two of them, feigning concern. "Oh, there is not an even number," he observed.
Pike huffed. "Oh, I haven't played tennis since middle school PE. I'm not sure if we should stick me on your team because I'll hardly make a difference or Hollander's because I'll make him worse."
They ended up trying both, and it didn't work very well either way, because Jeremy and Hollander were more evenly matched than he'd let on in the locker room. It wasn't like it mattered a terrible lot, but when Pike stepped away to take a call from his wife, Jeremy stormed around the net and hissed, "You have to get rid of him! We're supposed to meet Vrubel this afternoon."
Casting a guilty look toward Pike's retreating form, Hollander sighed, "Vrubel and I don't hook up anyway. You can just go, and I'll keep him busy."
"I don't want to go without you," he argued. "Vrubel would watch us fuck if we offered. And anyway what about the next hook-up?"
Hollander shrugged. "That's Mcgee," he said, like that was answer enough.
"And after that is Hunter in New York," he snapped. "Are you telling me you don't want another threesome with Hunter? Come on, the problem needs to be addressed from the outset."
Scrubbing both hands over his face, Hollander sighed, "I'll talk to him." Then he looked up and past him. When Jeremy turned, Pike was heading back already. "Hey, everything okay?" Hollander called.
Pike jogged a few steps to get within speaking distance. "Yeah, she just wants me to pick some stuff up on my way home," he reported. "Her cravings are crazy right now. Ice cream and pickles."
"We should let you get back to her," Jeremy suggested. "I know better than to come between a pregnant woman and ice cream. My sister was terrifying."
"Oh, no, I don't need to leave right now," Pike said.
Hollander glanced between them and said, "No, really, we should probably wrap up anyway. Marty, you can give me a ride home, right?"
"Oui."
Pike's brow creased. "Don't you live in Laval?"
"I'm going downtown after this," he lied. "Hollander is on my way."
Glancing between them, Pike looked uneasy, but he shrugged. "Alright. Well, I'll see you at morning skate, then?"
Hollander nodded and went in for a shoulder bump. "Yeah, see you, man."
Jeremy smiled at him. "Hey, good game," he said.





Hollander, Martin, Price
	Hollander
	so i have an awkward question sorry

	Price
	no i figured
	yes caseys still hooking up wtih people
	ive been hooking up with him too :/

	Martin
	hey he is the one cheating not you ok?

	Hollander
	i dunno if i'm comfortable with it

	Price
	i get it! we could still hang out?

	Martin
	who tried to talk to him so far?

	Price
	i think just hunter but it turned into an argument...

	Martin
	why dont you two hang out and i can try to talk to him
	i think casey is feeling very judged right now
	what hes doing is bad but it doesnt help if he thinks we are attacking
	just tell him you want hollzy all to yourself <3

	Price
	lol idk if hell buy that

	Hollander
	hey maybe i want to start topping

	Price
	i wish

	Martin
	hahahahahahahahaha







"She's very pretty," Jeremy remarked, looking at a photo of Casey's fiancee, Eileen, on his phone. She was a picture-perfect puckbunny: white, blonde, thin, up-to-date on fashion trends. He didn't imagine it had taken Casey any effort at all to pick her up.
Casey pulled his phone back. "She's really nice," he reported, like he was trying to persuade Jeremy of something. Maybe that he actually had feelings for her, which they both knew was absurd. "She met Callie and Will this summer. She's great with them. She wants to have more kids."
Jeremy took Casey's hand in his, lacing their fingers together. "Is that why you're doing this?" he asked. "You want more kids?"
His eyes skated away. It was always strangely endearing to see someone Casey's size look meek. "I already said I'm not going to justify—"
"I'm not asking you to justify," Jeremy insisted. "I'm curious why this feels important to you."
They were sitting in Casey's hotel room, shoulder-to-shoulder on his bed, still dressed. Jeremy didn't know if he would sleep with him or not. He was waiting to decide if it would help or hurt.
"It's been two years since Maria and I split up," he said. "It's—you know, the plausible mourning period is over. People are going to wonder again."
He didn't respond to that, because it was a very weak excuse that Hunter had batted down in the chat weeks ago. Nobody was demanding a third marriage.
Casey glanced at him, clearly uncomfortable in the silence. He huffed. "Price is living with me," he said. "I invited him to stay with me when he landed, so he wouldn't have to live out of another hotel, and it doesn't make sense for him to get his own place if he's not sure if he'll stay past this year."
"That's totally normal, Case," Jeremy said, "and Price... I'm sorry, but there's a reason he hardly had to hide before we caught him. Neither of you is the kind of person people wonder about. Plus, your house is huge and you live alone most of the year. It makes sense for him to stay with you."
Squeezing their hands together, Casey murmured, "When he leaves, the house will be empty again."
Jeremy's heart broke into little pieces. He couldn't help it. He flung his arms around Casey's neck, crawled into his lap, and hugged him, stroking a hand over his bald head. Casey's beard, always softer than it looked, pressed against his throat.
"I'm sick of being alone," he confessed.
He kissed the side of Casey's head and whispered, "You cannot fill your house with a lie."
At the tell-tale sniffle, Jeremy nudged him back and wiped under his eyes before the tears could fall. He kissed him once, twice, deeper the third time. It would help, he decided. Maybe like nothing else could.
"Let me take care of you, okay?"
Jeremy liked all kinds of sex: rough, playful, sweet, experimental. He didn't often do romantic. It just wasn't the relationship he had with anyone in the club. That night, though, he did his best to make love with Casey, kissed him and whispered sweetness to him while he rode his cock achingly slow. That was what he needed, after all. What everyone needed, sometimes.
Curled up together after, Jeremy kissed the corner of his mouth and said, "You know I love you, yes?" He didn't worry that Casey would misunderstand. In the club, they said it to each other all the time. It wasn't the kind of love his friend was chasing with ill-advised engagements, but it was important anyway. It was still love.
"I know," Casey breathed.
Jeremy let his hands wander, stroking shoulders, then scalp, ribs. "I know you're hurting," he said. "Please don't spread the pain around. You don't need to be that person."





The Tennis Club
	Casey
	i broke off the engagement







McGee
	Martin
	for once in your life shut the fuck up







The Tennis Club
	Casey
	i broke off the engagement

	Martin
	thats tough case but it was the right thing to do
	love you <3

	Paulsen
	good on you, man.

	Danilov
	we are proud of you

	Hunter
	hey just in time for your brooklyn game on the 3rd right?
	ill be in town
	montreal will be in for jersey day before

	Hollander
	would you be up for that?

	Casey
	yeah, sounds good.

	Eastman
	wait isnt that like 5 ppl
	is that normal

	Hunter
	it happens sometimes in ny or la
	5 is a lot though

	Gardonyi
	ok so its fine if this would be too many
	or like for whatever reason
	but easy n i are playing in providence before that
	n then we have off

	Villa
	easy?
	wait are we calling him easy

	Gardonyi
	ya eastman

	Villa
	we cant call him that

	Rozanov
	nickname tsar strikes again

	Hunter
	ok wait back to your question gordy
	we will revisit easy

	Villa
	like we CANT right??

	Eastman
	its bc my team calls me easystreet

	Villa
	not the same!!

	Hunter
	gordy your question

	Gardonyi
	right so we could come to nyc too if that was ok but its ok if thats too much

	Berggren
	7 would be a record i think

	Martin
	ok with us but hunter youre hosting

	Hunter
	what the hell
	sure
	anyone else? roz?

	Rozanov
	i actually have lot of days off then
	ok i will come

	Berggren
	i cant believe im missing this
	western conference lets get our shit together







Eight people was the sort of idea Jeremy expected they would sober up about before it actually happened, but even with Hollander and Casey asking fretful questions about security in the lead-up, nobody ever stopped to say, this is crazy. We can't do this.
One question did occur to him as they made their way to Hunter's building, though: "Have you and Roz ever been together with other guys around before?"
Hollander's eyes went wide. He cast his gaze around to other people on the street.
"It's New York," Jeremy said. "Nobody speaks French."
"Some people might speak French."
"Nobody knows who you are here either. And nobody cares. And it's night. Relax."
Hollander let out a slow breath. "I haven't," he admitted, "but it's not important."
Jeremy didn't think that was true, but he would be lying if he said he wasn't eager to witness their dynamic in person. He made a point of giving them their alone time, of course, which meant he'd never even met Rozanov, and he was dying to know what made him so special.
They were the last to arrive, and Price answered the door for them. "Hey! Great game," he said. "We were all watching."
Hunter's apartment was gloriously large for New York but still crowded for eight hockey players. Hunter and Rozanov were in the kitchen mixing drinks, Casey in the living room with two young guys that had to be Gordy and Eastman. The taller one with the buzzcut and enormous shoulders had to be Gordy, the goalie, which made Eastman, a winger, the leaner one with razor-sharp features and brown hair long enough to hang around his ears.
Jeremy went up on his toes to kiss Price on the cheek. "It's good to see you."
The sound of bickering drifted from the drinks station, Rozanov berating Hunter for some mixological transgression and Hunter welcoming him to do it his goddamn self if he was so smart.
"Rozanov, hello!" he called, and got a wave back, almost dismissive, before he went back to bothering Hunter.
Hollander's eyes locked onto Rozanov at once, but he dragged them away just as quickly and hugged Price hello. "How was the flight?" he asked. "Did you try the tapes?"
When Jeremy lifted an eyebrow, Price explained, "Meditation tapes. I'm a nervous flyer. I've used them a few times. I think I'm getting better at it. Case says I should practice on the ground, too."
"Hey, what do you want to drink?" Hunter called.
Rozanov smirked and set a can of ginger ale on the counter.
Hollander actually blushed, ducked his head, and shuffled over to retrieve it.
Price murmured, for his ears only, "We are doing a debrief on this later."
"Obviously," Jeremy agreed. Then he called back, "Whatever you're having, thanks," and turned to the living room. "Gordy! Eastman! It's nice to meet you!"
Probably-Gordy stood up and, adorably, offered him a handshake. "Martin, right?"
"Oh, you don't think I'm Shane Hollander?" he joked, then yanked the kid in by his hand and hugged him. "Gordy, right?" When he'd gotten his nod of affirmation, he gave Eastman the same treatment, though he took the hug less stiffly.
Which left Casey staring up at him from the couch, a soft smile on his lips.
Jeremy climbed right onto his lap and kissed him on the lips, hoping Casey would be able to read everything he felt in it: proud of you, sorry, love you, thank you.
"Called it," Hunter said from the kitchen. "Told you Marty would start first."
He jerked back, caught out and face going hot. "I'm just saying hello!" he protested.
Rozanov leaned toward Hollander and commented, "Lots of tongue for 'hello'."
Hollander, the traitor, joked, "You should see how he says 'goodbye'," which won him a delighted grin that changed Rozanov's face into something new.
Everyone returned to the living room, Hunter passing him a whiskey sour on his way. There weren't enough seats, so Gordy and Eastman sat on the floor. Jeremy twisted sideways across Casey's lap, feet on Hunter's thigh, Price next to him. Rozanov, a glass of vodka in hand, dropped into the armchair and, when Hollander looked like he might sit on the floor, too, tugged him onto his lap.
He must have been staring too blatantly, because Rozanov made pointed eye contact with him, then grabbed Hollander's face in both hands and licked into his mouth until Hollander whined.
Fuck, they were hot together.
Jeremy slugged back his drink and set the glass aside. "Alright. Who do I have to blow to get my dick sucked?" he joked.
Gordy spun to face him, eyes wide. He was sitting close enough that Jeremy could just lean off the edge of the couch toward him to ask, "Can I kiss you?"
A breathless, "Yeah."
He slipped onto the floor, made out with Gordy, who was eager but clearly no longer the inexperienced virgin. When they parted and Jeremy turned, there was Eastman, just as eager, a touch more demanding, wrapping a hand around the back of his neck to kiss him deeper.
On the couch, they were stripping off Price's shirt. Christ, he was huge. Hairy, too. He and Casey made Hunter look almost dainty by comparison.
A roaming hand crept up his thigh. Gordy. "Can I...?" he asked, and Jeremy nodded, kissed him again.
As clothes started to come off, he noticed Hollander getting up to remove and fold his, a quirk Jeremy had teased him for but never disabused. From the look on his face, it actually did something for Rozanov, maybe the anticipation. He pressed his face to Hollander's groin through his underwear.
Jeremy ended up reclined in Eastman's lap with Gordy's mouth on his cock. Jeremy arched against the lean chest behind him. "Are you going to fuck me?" he asked Eastman, who nodded like he was fucking hypnotized. Stroking a hand over Gordy's shorn scalp, he added, "You both can. One, then the other. Not at the same time."
Gordy reached between his own legs and groaned.
So the rookies ran a fucking train on him, and at one point, Jeremy reached out, blindly, for something to hold onto, and he found Hunter's hand on the couch. Looked up and saw his lips stretched wide around Price's dick, Casey fucking into him from behind.
Rozanov had Hollander in his lap again, slouched low in the chair so he could thrust up into him, hands gripped on his ass. His dick was bigger than it had looked in the photo, and Hollander was taking it like it was nothing. They were nose to nose, not even kissing, just staring at each other with their mouths hanging open.
Jeremy came with Gordy's cock in him and hand around him, two of Hunter's fingers pressing carelessly into his mouth from his spot on the couch, still getting fucked by Casey. Price had gotten up at some point. He and Eastman were off somewhere.
Hollander cried out, a broken noise, a plea, "Fuck. Fuck, I can't," he gasped. He was now bent over the arm of the chair, Rozanov's ass clenching as he drove into him.
"You can," he said, and slapped Hollander's ass. "Come on my cock, Hollander."
"Putain de Jésus-Christ," he murmured. Gordy flopped onto the rug next to him, and they both watched in mild astonishment as Hollander did exactly what he was told, coming untouched against the side of Hunter's leather recliner.
Gordy whispered, "Holy shit that's hot."
Jeremy looked up to see Hunter's blissed-out face over the edge of the couch. "Hey, Gordy, if you want to suck Hunter's dick, he'll definitely let you now," he suggested.
The kid was up in an instant, post-orgasm weariness vanishing in the face of proper motivation.
Laughing to himself, Jeremy eased up to his feet. Rozanov was still slumped over Hollander, so he pinched his butt on his way past, grinned at the outraged look he got, then headed toward the kitchen. Price and Eastman were naked making out against the fridge, and something told him Price hadn't started it. This one had initiative, he decided, was probably walking meek Gordy like a dog.
He got himself a glass of water, then leaned against the counter, taking in the debauchery of the apartment with deep satisfaction. Jeremy loved sex, always had since his first fumbling handjob in boarding school when he was fourteen, but for years it was tainted with fear and regret.
Not here. Even in this craziness and its complication, he felt safe.
Rozanov approached, his own eyes lingering as Eastman dropped to his knees in front of Price. His head cocked to the side at the same time as Jeremy's, obviously just as curious if the kid could fit that monster in his mouth.
Jeremy hummed approvingly when he managed it, then caught Rozanov's eye and smirked. "Did you kill him?" he asked, nodding back in the direction of Hollander.
"Only incapacitated," he reported.
"'Incapacitated'. Good word."
"Give me two glasses?"
He fetched them from the cupboard, filled one, and passed it over before starting the second.
"It's good to finally meet you in person," Jeremy remarked.
Rozanov leaned against the counter beside him. His dick was much smaller soft, foreskin curled over the head. "Yes, you are always busy when I am in Montreal." From his tone, he understood the game.
Jeremy grinned at him, conspiratorial. "Isn't that strange?" he teased. He passed the second glass over.
Staring at the water in his hands, Rozanov chewed his lip. He asked, "Is that your idea or...?"
Poor baby. "My idea, yes," Jeremy admitted, "but he would be sad if I didn't say it."
"Now you are on the team..." Rozanov said. He shrugged. "You will be in Boston in two days."
He shrugged. "Bring the kids back with you," he suggested, glancing at Eastman, still on his knees. "They're fun."
"You are trouble."
"I am a joy."
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Hollander watching them from over the back of the recliner.
"He looks thirsty," Jeremy whispered. He winked.





The Tennis Club
	Berggren
	is it too late to buy a ticket to new york

	Kowalski
	unfortch
	chats dead af

	Kallio
	I think everyone is having sex but us.

	Berggren
	villa?

	Kowalski
	in winipeg w paulie

	Kallio
	Cohen?

	Berggren
	lol he micky and dani managed to all hook up in toronto

	Williams
	im here
	vrub wouldnt drive to ontario tonight bc he sucks

	Vrubel
	have you seen the traffic report

	Williams
	also berg arent u dead
	i swore i saw a philly winger take ur life tonight

	Berggren
	ya im whining about not getting laid from beyond the grave

	Kallio
	Would sexting in Swedish cheer you up?

	Vrubel
	....theyre gone now arent they

	Kowalski
	im going to bed

	Williams
	vrub u suck







Casey and Price left shortly after midnight, the only ones with a game the next day and a curfew to make. Jeremy snagged Casey for another kiss before he left and ended up pressed against the wall, a soft, "Thank you," murmured against his lips.
"There's a spare room and a pull-out couch," Hunter reported after they'd left, speaking primarily to Roz and the rookies, who had all taken the train.
Jeremy did the math quickly as Hollander picked up his suit pants like he was getting ready to go. He had no idea if he and Rozanov ever stayed overnight. Probably not, now that he thought about it. Not enough opportunities, and Hollander was too careful.
He intervened, rushing over to whine, "We don't have to go back to Jersey tonight, do we? It's so far, and our flight isn't until the afternoon."
Hollander's eyes widened, and then he glanced at the rest of the guys. "There's not enough room," he insisted.
"Sure there is!" Jeremy insisted. "Rookies on the couch, I can crash with Hunter, and you and Roz can take the spare room."
His eyes narrowed as he immediately caught on. "I don't have a toothbrush," he said, voice flat.
"I'm sure Hunter has spares. Hunter?"
Hunter was leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. He was only in a pair of black briefs, which looked terribly good on him, and he was smirking knowingly. "Sure," he agreed.
Rozanov was watching with a carefully neutral expression.
Hollander looked between all of them, then muttered in French, "What are you doing?"
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"You're being so obvious. It's embarrassing."
"Why are you embarrassed? He likes you. Go have a sleepover."
"Everyone can tell why you're doing this. You're going to get me in trouble."
"With who? The boss? I'm going to suck his dick tonight. He doesn't care."
"Hayden will ask where I was all night."
"And you'll tell him you were getting laid! Why are you being difficult?"
Hollander relented. "Okay, fine," he sighed.
Jeremy waggled his fingers for the others like he'd just done a magic trick, which he sort of had.










The Tennis Club
	Price
	ok i think we can call him easy

	Villa
	price????












After they'd retreated into his bedroom, Hunter elbowed him and said, "What the fuck was that?"
He rolled his eyes. "He wanted to stay. He's just afraid you'll kick him out of the club for breaking the 'keep it casual' rule."
"Okay, well..." Hunter sighed and sat on the end of his bed. "It's a rule for a reason, Marty."
"What, to cut down on drama? That's working great," he snorted.
Shaking his head, Hunter explained, "A nasty break-up could put everyone's security at risk."
Jeremy shrugged. "Okay? So could a coke problem. So could marrying a woman you can't get it up for. So could an eight person orgy in Manhattan. So could a lot of things we put up with."
"You guys know I'm not actually in charge, right?" Hunter rubbed at the back of his neck. "I have admin permissions on the app. That's not supposed to make me, like, the emperor of Tennis Club."
"No?" He stepped closer, between Hunter's knees, and brushed his fingers through his hair. "We could get you a little crown." Jeremy kissed the top of his head, then tipped it back and kissed his lips.
They fell back onto the bed, kissing and tangling by increments. Hunter pulled back, a hand pressed to Jeremy's chest, and asked, "You really don't think it's a problem?"
He dragged the hand up to his lips, kissed it. "We get so little, Hunter. I think, let's not keep things from ourselves. That's all."





Hollander
	Martin
	where tf are you??

	Hollander
	hayden asked me to get a drink

	Martin
	and you said no right
	right??

	Hollander
	idk what to say to him!
	if i say i'm playing tennis he'll ask to come with

	Martin
	omg does he not have other friends

	Hollander
	come on don't be mean
	i already feel like an asshole lying to him

	Martin
	where are you now

	Hollander
	hotel bar
	he's getting us drinks

	Martin
	can you just leave
	theyre waiting for us

	Hollander
	omg no that would be so rude
	fuck this sucks
	can you tell roz i'm coming later?

	Martin
	oh my god hollander you are going to owe me forever

	Hollander
	wait why







Jeremy didn't even know what his plan was when he walked into the bar, just knew that Hollander was not going to blow one of the handful of nights per year he got to see Rozanov because he couldn't tell Hayden fucking Pike to get a life.
The man himself was standing at the bar, watching the bartender pour a couple of beers.
"Pike!" he called, striding right up to him. "I was hoping I could catch you here."
Pike poorly covered his displeasure at seeing him. "Oh, hey. Shane and I were just getting a drink."
Rude as he dared, Jeremy said, "Okay, well, I want to talk to just you for a while." He looked at the drinks as they were set on the bar and conveyed as much judgment as he could fit on his face. "And anyway, Hollander doesn't drink beer."
"He can have one. We just played a game."
"He doesn't want this," Jeremy said, picking it up and taking a sip. "Trust me."
Pike's mouth dropped open at his audacity. "Dude," he said, squaring his shoulders.
And then Hollander was there, looking like he was preparing to diffuse a bomb.
"Hollander," Jeremy greeted, smiling. "I need to steal Pike from you for a while. You don't mind, right? We can catch up with you later."
If he wasn't about to throw up from acting so insane on purpose, he would have found the stupefied look on Hollander's face hilarious. "Oh," he said. "No, that's fine. I'll go."
Pike laughed. "Uh, no. Hollzy, you don't have to—"
"It's fine," Hollander cut in, firm. "I'll talk to you later." And he made his escape.
Now all Jeremy had to do was survive the rest of this.
"What the fuck is your problem?" Pike demanded.
He straightened up, using his few inches of height advantage to loom. "Oh, am I being rude?" he demanded. "You're right, it's rude when people invite themselves where they're not wanted."
Pike's eyes narrowed. "Is this about tennis?" He laughed. "What the hell? It was a few times."
"It's a two person game! You don't even like it. You only ask to come along because you're so obsessed with being Hollander's best friend."
"Wow. Do you seriously want to do this right now?" Pike asked. "Here?" He gestured around the hotel bar, which was too empty for them to be having it out like this without making a scene.
Jeremy took another sip of his beer. It occurred to him that Pike had a much more secure position on the team than he did. Nowhere near Hollander's status, but enough that this could blow up in his face. "I want to be direct," he declared, pulse racing. "I don't care for the way you Americans—"
"I'm Canadian."
"Same difference. The way you act passive aggressive like a bunch of school girls. I think it's very tiring, and I don't want to do it."
"Fine," Pike spat. "Let's be direct. Whatever social ladder climbing bullshit you think you're doing with Hollzy, it's fucking obvious, and he's too nice to call you out on it."
"Hollander is a big boy, and he already has a mother. Stop trying to nurse him."
"That's disgusting."
"Exactly! We are in agreement, then. Good talk." Jeremy knocked back most of the rest of the beer, then set the glass down and strode out of the bar.
Holy shit. What the fuck was that? Hollander was actually going to kill him. He headed out and in the direction of the nearest cab stand, pulling his phone out with shaking hands.





Eastman, Gardonyi
	Martin
	hello boys
	tonight i want you both at the same time







The fallout didn't come until four days later, late afternoon in a lull between two home games. Hollander's message had been simple, Can I come over? and Jeremy knew this was going to be it.
He was weirdly quiet when he came in, carefully taking his shoes and coat off without greeting him first.
Gut twisting in anxiety, Jeremy asked, "Ginger ale? Or tea? Or maybe just water?"
"I'm not thirsty," he said, which was a bad sign. Usually he at least humored Jeremy's hosting instincts.
Jeremy sighed. "Look, whatever he said to you..."
Hollander switched to French, like this was the language he'd practiced saying it in: "What you said to Hayden was completely out of line. You owe him an apology."
He motioned toward the living room, needed to sit down for this. The sun set so early these days, it was starting to get dark. Jeremy turned on a couple of lamps on his way to the couch. Hollander sat in the chair, keeping them more than arm's length apart. Another bad sign.
"I told you you needed to talk to him months ago, and you didn't," Jeremy reminded him. "You let the problem fester. I wasn't going to let you miss Rozanov."
"So what? Why do you have to make such a big deal about him!"
Jeremy opened his mouth to argue, but they'd already had this argument, a thousand times, and it wasn't the point. "Listen, this wasn't a problem last year, because Pike was happy to let you wander off on your own. Now that I'm on the team, it's going to be a problem if you don't address it now."
Hollander's brow creased. "I don't understand. Why is it a problem now?"
"Because obviously Pike is weirdly jealous about me!"
Eyebrows shooting sky-high, Hollander laughed. "Hayden is straight. He has a wife."
Leaning forward, elbows on his knees, Jeremy pleaded with him to understand: "I'm not saying he wants to fuck you, I'm saying he's acting like I'm stealing his favorite toy from him."
Hollander shook his head. "It's not like that."
"You have to understand what kind of status you have in our world. Hayden does genuinely like you, probably. He does really want to be your friend, probably. But the way he acts about you having another friend, maybe a better friend, tells me he wants this for another reason, too."
Shifting uncomfortably, Hollander muttered, "He says the same thing about you."
Jeremy held his arms wide. "Okay, except you know I like you for your cock, so what does it matter?"
"Except you don't!" Hollander blurted, then his eyes went wide like he'd surprised himself. "We're not... compatible, you know. So if I don't know if Hayden really wants to be my friend, then how do I know what you want?"
Jeremy swallowed down a sting of hurt. He knew Hollander wasn't trying to be cruel, didn't have that in him. But his honesty, his directness, was exactly why he could be so hurtful. Because Jeremy knew he was honestly wondering, then. Honestly didn't know what their friendship meant to him, and that fucking ached.
"Okay, so I don't want to put my cock in your ass!" he declared. "And you don't want to put your cock in me. I don't want to be your boyfriend. So what? That's not the whole world, Hollander. I like spending time with you. I like playing tennis and doing yoga and our crazy photography project. I like talking to you about our friends and about your weird thing with Rozanov."
Hollander opened his mouth, looking irritated, and Jeremy burst out laughing.
"And I like arguing with you about whether you have a weird thing with Rozanov," he added.
Blushing, Hollander closed his mouth, shoulders lowering fractionally.
"When I had a bad day, when I'm feeling lonely because"—Jeremy's voice caught in his throat, and he had to fight past it—"because we're not allowed to ask for all the things we need right now, when that happens, I like that I can call you, and you'll come over. When I'm wondering if this game is worth it for the way we have to live, and then you're here and we can just make out on the couch, and I feel like I'm okay again. Because if I have a friend like you, I can do this." His eyes stung. He rubbed at one with the back of his hand. "I've never had a friend like you, Hollander."
He had more he wanted to say, but suddenly his arms were full, knees on either side of his hips, and there were lips on his, hands on his face, a nose brushing his own. "I'm sorry," Hollander said, slipping into English. "I know. I should have known all of that. I shouldn't have had to ask you."
Jeremy nudged him back enough that he could look in his eye. "I don't want you like Rozy wants you," he murmured, "and I don't want you like Pike wants you either. I want to share you, okay? I want to share you with guys who love you and understand you and know what you're worth. And Pike is fine, okay? We both need to have friends on the team. But if he tries to talk like he owns you or knows you better than me, I'll want to punch him in the teeth. I can't help it."
Hollander laughed, lips spreading into a wide grin. "Please don't punch him."
Sighing, he combed his fingers through Hollander's hair and tipped them both sideways onto the couch so he landed half on top of Hollander. They kissed again, slow, not really going anywhere with it.
"I've never had a best friend either," Hollander said.
Jeremy sat up and pressed a hand to the center of Hollander's chest, letting his eyes rake over him. "Can I touch you?" he asked.
Hollander nodded.
They worked together to get him out of his pants, and Jeremy settled between his legs, mouth on his cock, bobbing in slow, easy strokes. He didn't rush, just enjoyed the feel of it, the drag against his soft palate, the burn when it pressed at his throat.
"Fuck," Hollander panted. "Marty, fuck. I'm gonna come soon."
Not ready for it to be over yet, Jeremy pulled off and looked at him again. In the soft lamp glow, the golden pink from the sunset outside, his skin was a lovely shade of flushed, cock straining upward, dripping spit and precome onto his trembling belly, his fist clenched just below his navel. Hollander was so beautiful, it nearly stole his breath.
Jeremy gasped. "Stay right there," he ordered, and retrieved his phone from his back pocket. He had to back off, sitting on the arm of the couch, and lean to the side to avoid blocking the lamplight. Opened the secure folder on his phone, the camera, and snapped the photo.
It was perfect.
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      Chapter 9: Casey
  


    Chapter Summary

    Winter 2012-2013, Casey learns to let loose. Just a bit.
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Liam's phone buzzed once in his pocket. Across the cab, Price was smiling at his phone. He glanced up and put it away. When Liam checked, there was a new message in the general chat: ok i think we can call him easy
He laughed before he could stop himself, glancing at the driver, who didn't seem particularly interested. "You're trouble," he murmured, shaking his head.
Price lifted a shoulder, obviously pleased with himself. He had a quiet way of having fun, Liam had learned in the six months they'd been living together, like he was afraid someone would catch him doing it. He asked, "How are you feeling?"
Since Liam broke off the engagement with Eileen, he'd been asking it a lot. He wasn't the only one, but he was the one he talked to most often.
"I'm good," he insisted. "That was..."
He let his mind drift to Hunter's apartment, the way Marty's mouth collided with his own like a reward for good behavior, the way Hunter clung to him, seated on Liam's cock and whining like he was losing his mind when Gordy got his mouth around him. He'd had Hunter a lot of times over the years, but he'd hardly ever seen him so overwhelmed. And then the kid—Gordy—he was hard again by the time they were done, so Liam pinned him to the couch and sucked him off while he chanted, holy fuck, holy fuck, holy fuck, like it was a fight to last the two minutes Liam had him in his mouth. The way Hollander looked, flushed and moaning on Rozanov's cock, and Marty on the floor bossing the rookies around until he got fucked just the way he wanted.
It was hot, obviously. It also felt hedonistic and careless in a way he rarely allowed himself to be. After the meetup was suggested, Liam almost called it off a dozen times, thinking about logistics, risk, the visibility of eight hockey players of such wildly different backgrounds converging on Hunter's apartment. In the end, he'd wanted to really let himself have something, just this once.
Liam glanced at the driver again. "I needed that," he admitted.
Price slid his hand across the seat and caught Liam's for just a moment, squeezed, and pulled away.





Maria
	Maria
	hey babe you have some days off next week?

	Casey
	yeah one home game sunday then off til thursday. what's up?

	Maria
	I have a date. I can get a sitter but I figured you might want some time?

	Casey
	definitely.

	Maria
	great! Tuesday at 5? here or your place but I know you have someone staying with you.

	Casey
	i'll go there. looking forward to it. give lil man a kiss for me.

	Maria
	will do. we're tivoing the san fran game to watch in the morning. go kick ass!

Today, 5:03 PM







Liam and McGee hadn't talked since the engagement, and Liam had been pleasantly surprised by his silence after he broke it off. He checked McGee a little harder than usual during their game and stayed at the hotel after. Price didn't stay, and when they sat together on the flight to Boston the next morning, Liam hissed under his breath, "Whatever he said, I don't want to hear it."
Price fiddled with the little iPod he kept his meditation tapes on. "He didn't say anything."
Scoffing, Liam muttered, "Typical."
Boston was the end of a 10-day road trip, and Liam almost begged off of meeting up with Rozanov, too, but he was actually pleasant to be around these days. He'd mellowed out since rookie season, always asked after Liam's kids, and while he was warily eyeing the Hollander situation as a potential landmine, it wasn't a popular opinion among the club, so he kept it to himself.
Besides, after seeing them together at Hunter's, he kind of understood.
So they met up for tennis in the afternoon. Liam let them do most of the playing, because he'd tweaked his foot in Miami, and afterward they went back to Roz's to shower and eat and fuck.
When Price's lips were wrapped around Liam's dick, hair falling in his face, Roz pulled it back, holding it like a ponytail, combing his fingers through it, and murmured, "He looks pretty like this." Price's face went so red it matched his beard.
 

 
"You two will be in New York for New Year's," Roz commented, later, as they cleaned up.
Liam was drying off after another shower, Price detangling his hair at the sink with a comb left behind by one of Roz's lady friends. Roz, in a pair of briefs, was watching him.
"Jersey," Liam agreed.
"Me, too," he said. "For Brooklyn. Hunter is out of town. We should go out or something."
That level of familiarity probably wasn't a good idea. Roz and Price weren't too far off in age, and Liam and Price had established familiarity in living together, but he didn't know if a few tennis games was enough to explain away spending a holiday together, the three of them.
Roz must have seen his wariness, because he added, "I told my team I make friends with you two so Price won't kill me on the ice this season. They say it is a good idea."
Liam couldn't see Price's expression from this angle, but suddenly Roz stepped forward, cooing, "Oh, don't worry! I know you would not kill me," and smacked a wet-sounding kiss on his cheek. "You love me too much, yes?"
Price laughed and swatted him away, appeased.
"Sure," Liam found himself saying, something warm settling in his chest. "Let's do New Year's."





The Tennis Club
	Villa
	ok holy shit
	i cant say too much
	but im getting called up
	and if i dont fuck it up i think im up for real

	Archer
	lol ok you already said too much but congrats

	Lorenzo
	holy shit did Bayer's hip finally blow??

	Villa
	wait no
	shit

	Williams
	LOL
	BABY NO

	Hunter
	oh my god
	nobody saw this
	everyone forget you read this

	Cohen
	got it
	villa congrats for no particular reason

	McGee
	lmaooooo
	u fkn disaster
	spending too much time w wally

	Williams
	get to spend more time nowwwwww <3 <3 <3

	Martin
	oh that means youll be in montreal this month!
	we will do something special to celebrate <3

	Villa
	ok thanks







Will's bath toy collection had somehow grown again, and Liam was a pushover about making him choose. The longer-term consequence would be a lot of sighing and eye-rolling from Maria. The immediate result was a tub so full of ducks and boats and other floaty things that they had to part for his son every time he moved around. Still, he stretched an imperious arm over the rim of the bathtub toward the basket Maria kept his toys in and declared, "The crayon!"
Liam, from his seat on the toilet lid, located a red washable bath marker. He passed it over, and Will stood up, bubbles sliding down from his chest, and began to draw on the tile wall, narrating the incomprehensible premise of his story-game all the while.
He'd missed a lot of this phase with Callie. His and Jen's divorce hadn't been as amicable at first—she hadn't gone out of her way to make time for them the way Maria did—and then he was traded when she was Will's age.
There was water all over the floor. He'd have to clean up after bedtime or Maria would really tear him a new one. Liam glanced at the clock and sighed. "Alright, little man. Let's get you out of there before you turn into a raisin."
Will broke immediately into a wailing whine, showing his fingers and protesting, "I'm not wrinkly!"
Liam leaned over the tub, making a show of carefully inspecting each fingertip, then broke into a grin and declared, "Naw! Those are raisins!" and pretended to eat them.
While his son was still laughing, he pulled the plug and gathered him out of the water and into a towel.
Bedtime was a structured affair, which Maria insisted on and Liam never argued. It made it easier, when he moved between their houses. Will was still small enough to fit in his lap in the rocking chair, though he wouldn't be for long. They read one book. Rocked and sang a song, and Liam was thinking about his mom tonight, so he sang "Swing Low" like she used to, and Will knew it well enough to mumble the words along. Then into bed, sound machine on, and Liam kissed his head.
"I love you. Mama's gonna be here when you wake up in the morning okay?"
"Okay," Will agreed, placid, eyes already drooping. "Love you, Daddy."
He hadn't quite gotten the bathroom in order by the time Maria got home, dolled up and flushed from the cold. She stood at the front door, one hand braced against the wall while she pried an outrageous pair of heels off her feet.
Liam sat on the stairs, watching. "How'd it go?" he asked.
She looked up, hesitant, then smiled. "Lousy," she admitted, laughing.
"No, really? What happened?"
Maria set her heels aside and started peeling off her winter layers. "So my hairdresser told me he was a doctor. A little older, maybe ten years," she explained. "I'm thinking, okay! I'll date a doctor in his thirties, don't twist my arm, right?"
"Oh, god, how old was he?"
"Forty-seven. And he's a chiropractor."
Liam laughed and came the rest of the way down the stairs. "Sorry your date sucked."
Maria peered up at him. She was more than a foot shorter. "You really don't mind hearing about this stuff?" she asked.
He bent and kissed the top of her head. "Really don't. I want you to be happy."
"You, too," she said, voice soft. She took his hand and squeezed it. "I'm sorry about Eileen."
Liam shook his head. "It just wasn't gonna work. Starting to think marriage might not be for me."
Maria reached up and stroked his beard along his jaw. With clear intention, she said, "You know you can tell me anything, baby, right?" He knew what she meant. She knew he knew. It still wasn't something he could say to her. Not now.
He kissed her hand and pulled away. "I should head home."





Maria
	Maria
	did you let him use all his bath toys at once??
	baby you are KILLING me

Today, 7:52 PM







It was barely eight when he got back home, so he went looking for Price. He'd once imagined this too-big house would be space for his next attempt at a family, but now suspected it would have to be filled in other ways. Having both exes and the kids over for Christmas; the kids and a nanny for part of the summer; and, of course, hosting wayward hockey players.
Liam followed the indistinct sound of a voice toward the den. Closer, the voice resolved into moaning and cursing that didn't sound at all like Price. Curious, he crept down the stairs.
Price had a hand down his sweats, his laptop open, a solo jerkoff porn video playing. The guy in it was nothing like he would have expected: lean, feminine, and wearing baby blue lingerie.
"Is that the kind of guy you're into?"
Price jumped so violently, he almost knocked the computer off his lap. He fumbled it closed, but the sound kept playing, breathy moans that left him looking mortified. He opened it again and hit the pause button. "Oh my god. I'm sorry, I didn't think you'd be back yet."
Liam laughed. "You're good. Not exactly the first time you've gotten off down here." He sat next to Price, putting a hand out to keep him from closing the laptop again. It was now showing a close-up on a black dildo sliding into a tanned ass. "Go back, I wanna see his body again."
Flushing, Price scrolled back to the full-body shot, which showed delicate gold chains hanging from the actor's slender neck and a full face of makeup, dark pink lips and soft purple over his eyes. The video was titled Femboy Loves Having His Hole Stuffed.
"Damn, and you got stuck fucking a bunch of hockey players," he commiserated.
Price laughed, but it was quiet, nervous. "I'm plenty into you guys," he insisted. "Just... if I'm picking anyone to look at..." He looked at the performer on the screen and bit his lip. "It's less about the — you know, it's not like a panty kink or anything," he explained. "It's about the confidence."
Liam cocked his head to the side. "As opposed to the unconfident porn stars?"
That got him a real grin. "No. I just think it's really brave to put themselves out there like that, to not do the whole masculinity thing. And look at him. He's fucking beautiful. I could never look like that."
That tripped him up. Such a small comment, but it turned the whole thing on its head. Price preferred bottoming. Liam knew that. He had a big dick, so some guys really wanted it the other way around. He'd mostly topped before joining Tennis Club, spending a season on Noyer's dick, and confessing to preferring it that way. So when he was watching this guy take a dildo up his ass in the video, was he picturing being with him or being him?
"Would you want to?" he asked. "Dress like that?"
Another laugh, this one faintly miserable. "I mean, I can't. I would look ridiculous."
Liam motioned for the laptop. "Let me show you something." It took him a minute to remember what the name of the fucking theater was, but before too long, he'd pulled up the website for the Clinton Grand Burlesque in Manhattan. Right there on the front page was a drag queen with long, bouncy blonde curls wearing a hot pink sequined jumpsuit that bared a muscular, hairy chest. Her face was made up in lines of sharp contour, pink lips, pink eye shadow, dramatic eyebrows, and a full beard.
Price's mouth dropped open in shock.
"I went to high school with him," Liam explained. "Jackson. He actually..." He took a deep breath, remembering stolen, too-risky moments in the band room after hours. "We messed around a little back then," he admitted. "Then I got traded to another juniors team, we lost touch. After I signed my first big contract, I started worrying, you know. Maybe he'd tell someone. So I looked him up, and he does this now. I think he's part owner of the theater. I knew what drag queens looked like, but I'd never seen someone do it like this before."
Beside him, Price was breathing too fast, too loud. "You think I could do that?" he asked.
Liam set the laptop on the coffee table where Price could still see the picture, then reached over and pressed a hand to his chest, trying to settle him. "Yeah," he said. "I think you'd look gorgeous." He thought for a moment, trying to think of anything in the house they could use. There was probably some stuff in Callie's room.
"Hold on a second. I'll be right back."
Callie always brought a bag when she visited, but Liam made sure to have anything she might need already here, just in case. Clothes and toys and games, hair ties and —yes, there— a few bottles of nail polish with nail polish remover and a bag of cotton swabs. He grabbed them all and carried them out to the living room, where Price was now poking through the website, eyes enormous.
"So I'm not great at this," Liam warned, "but I have done Callie's nails before."
Price looked up, mouth dropping open again. "I can't wear that," he said.
Liam shrugged. "Not out of the house, no, but you could put it on and then take it off. If you want."
He looked at his hands, which were huge and scarred from fighting. His nails were like saucers compared to Callie's. "What colors do you have?" he asked.
The act of painting someone's nails was surprisingly intimate, Liam reflected as he held Price's hand in his own. He'd selected a light purple with a bit of glitter that spread easily, slightly translucent, onto his nails. It was easier than painting a little girl's nails, actually.
Liam capped the bottle and shook it once he'd gotten color on each of his nails. "I'm going to do a second coat," he explained.
Price's eyes were fixed on his fingernails, a strange, almost queasy look on his face. He nodded.
Two fingers in, Price suddenly said, "Shit," holding up his other hand, where the polish on his ring finger had smudged. "Shit. Take it off," he insisted, pulling back. "We should take it off."
"Hey, hey." Liam caught both of his hands by the wrists and held him in place. He ducked to catch Price's eye. He looked ready to cry. "Do you want me to take it off or fix it?" he asked.
Price's chin wobbled. He looked at his nails.
"Can I try fixing it first?" he pressed. "Then we can take it off if you still want to."
A nod.
He smeared the polish off his ring finger with a cotton swab, then reapplied a fresh coat. "Try putting your hand flat against the back of the couch," he suggested.
Price did as he was told.
Liam kept talking while he worked through the second coat. "Callie has a really hard time not smudging it, too. Her mom uses some drops that make it dry faster, but I don't think we have any here."
"I should be able to sit still better than a seven-year-old," Price mumbled.
"Hey, she's got more experience with nail polish than you," Liam reasoned.
Once the nails were done, Price held his hands in front of him and stared like they might explode. Finally, he said, "We don't play until Thursday."
"No, we don't," he agreed, "and if you need to go out, you can wear gloves."
Hands carefully braced on his knees, fingers splayed, Price said, "This is weird," but it sounded more like apology than truth.
Liam shook his head. He wasn't exactly up on actual gay culture, but he knew this was a thing. "No. It's not weird at all," he insisted. "I don't know shit about it, but if this is something you wanna play with, you know, we can figure it out. God knows you've got the hair for it, right?"
"I dunno about that," Price mumbled.
On impulse, Liam went up on his knees and stroked it back off Price's ear, the orange strands silky-smooth between his fingers. "I bet it's long enough to braid," he realized.
If Price's eyes went any wider, they were going to fall out. "Do you know how to braid hair?"
Liam laughed. "Abso-fucking-lutely. Callie may look more like her mom, but she's got some thick, kinky hair. Jen and I both had to learn how to style it. 'Course, yours is way thinner." It slipped through his fingers the first few times he tried, but once he got the hang of it, he managed a decent French braid down the side. "Yeah," he decided. "I can work with this."
Price's head tipped back, tugging the hair gently from his fingers. He looked like he wanted to say something, but only stared up at him. He really did have the prettiest green eyes when he wasn't hiding them. Maybe the saddest, too.
He combed his fingers through the braid, and it fell apart at once. Then Liam bent forward and pressed their lips together until Price sighed into the kiss, slumping back against the couch. "I interrupted you," he remembered, petting his beard. It was softer now, since he started using Liam's beard oil. "And now you can't use your hands, hm? Guess I should help you out."
Hips lifting in an unconscious movement, Price sucked in a gasp.
"Yeah? You want some help, baby?" Liam slipped a hand between his legs, pressing against the growing hard-on he found there. "You want my hand? My mouth?" His eyes flicked to the laptop screen, which now showed a photo of a stage performance at the burlesque, but the porn tab was still there, hidden, the performer frozen astride his dildo. "You want me to fill you up?"
"Case," Price whined, grinding up into his hand.
He flipped open the fly of Price's pants one-handed, the other steering him by the hip. "Hands on the arm of the couch," he instructed. "Don't mess up my paint job."





Rozanov
	Casey
	hey i want to talk to you about something before new years but i need you to keep it between us.

	Rozanov
	ok thanks

	Casey
	and if you're a dick about it i'll actually kill you

	Rozanov
	yes yes ok very important secret thing now tell me

	Casey
	price has been trying out some new stuff the past few weeks that seems important to him but he won't say so. wearing makeup, nail polish, that kind of stuff. we're looking into getting him some clothes but i'm not sure if he's there with it yet.

	Rozanov
	like cross dress?

	Casey
	yeah, like that.

	Rozanov
	ok so he wants to do this when we meet up?

	Casey
	we haven't tried it with anyone else. he's pretty embarrassed about it. there's this drag bar in manhattan i'd like him to go to but that's so fucking dangerous. i have no idea how to get him there without risking being seen.

	Rozanov
	you said it is important to him
	important how?

	Casey
	i don't know. you should have seen his face when i told him it was okay to try though.

	Rozanov
	send me name of the bar
	i will think about it

	Casey
	we CANNOT risk getting seen there.

	Rozanov
	i know
	is more dangerous for me remember?
	russia? putin? gulag in siberia? this is familiar to you?
	let me figure out







Liam was going to be sick. This was insane. He was putting his whole fucking career in the hands of a partyboy rookie he'd barely known for a year and a half, and for what?
He looked across the car at Price, who looked similarly queasy, his hair tucked under a toque, as if that was enough to hide his identity. As if anything could hide the two of them, Liam an inch shy of six and a half feet and Price an inch ahead. Rozanov, sitting behind them in the back row of the SUV, looked petite in comparison.
"Will you two relax?" Rozanov muttered, leaning forward between their shoulders. The driver had the radio on, so he probably couldn't hear. "Sveta took care of everything. Promise."
Apparently his friend, Svetlana, knew about him, so he asked her to scout the place out. She'd talked to Liam's old high school hookup, Jackson, and explained their situation. He would never have agreed to it if Jackson hadn't already gone fourteen years without outing him.
They got out on a busy street of restaurants and bars, buzzing with New Year's celebrations. They turned down an alley and stopped at an innocuous metal door beside a dumpster. Rozanov knocked, the way he bounced on his heels the only tell that he might feel nervous, too. Liam glanced down the alley. This was probably the stupidest thing he'd ever done. If he found out someone else in the club was pulling something like this, he'd be furious, probably.
Beside him, Price huddled into the collar of his jacket.
The door finally opened. Jackson was wearing a floor-length sequin robe, open over a silver thong that didn't conceal much. "Well, come on!" he said, waving them inside.
They stepped into a back room, shelves of storage and cleaning products on one wall. Down the hallway, he could hear noise and activity, but Jackson waved them through another door and into a cramped private office. With the door shut, he looked the three of them over, ruby-red lips twisted into a smile under a carefully curled mustache.
He huffed then held out his arms. "Liam," he declared, warm as an old friend and not whatever they had been to each other. "Oh my god, it's been ages."
Liam accepted the hug. "It's nice to see you, Jackson," he said, though he wasn't sure yet if it was true.
"Oh, it's Layla when I'm in drag," he explained, pulling back. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled at the other two. "And you two?"
"Ilya," Roz said without hesitation. "Nice to meet you, Layla."
Price offered a handshake, adorably shy. "Ryan. They're, um. They're here for me."
Layla clasped Price's hand in both of his—hers? Probably hers. "It's really nice to meet you, Ryan," she said with deep intention. Nodded to Roz. "You, too." She sat on the edge of the desk, which bared her thick, hairy thighs. "So. Ready to hear the plan?" When they nodded, she said, "All my girls are already made up and up front running the party. Everyone's gonna be wasted by the time we get out there, so nobody will be looking too closely at anyone."
"Wait, up front?" Liam asked. He'd sort of thought—well, he wasn't sure. Maybe there was a back room or a balcony they could watch the show from. "We can't be... like, if someone takes a picture of us and it gets out..."
Her smile fell into something sympathetic for a moment, then rallied. "Oh, you won't be recognizable," she declared. "I've got two of my best, closest friends hanging back in the dressing room. I trust them with my life. By the time they're done with you, your own mothers won't be able to pick you out of a photo."
This part of the plan had not been explained to him.
Liam looked at Price and Roz, seeing his own shock mirrored on their faces. Price's stayed suspended somewhere like disbelief while Roz's fell into an open-mouthed smile and then a laugh. He clapped his hands. "Hey!" he said. "I told you Sveta took care of things. Problem solved, yes?"





The Tennis Club
	Martin
	happy new year east coast people!!
	where is everyone at??

	Eastman
	happy new year!
	im in la w yams
	meeting up w vrub n micky after their game

	Hunter
	happy new year from miami

	Cohen
	detroit
	IMG_0266.JPG

[image: An abstract picture of of fireworks going off above the tree line, over a house lined with holiday lights. There's a snowy field in between the house and the small crowd of onlookers. Someone else in front is also taking pictures with their phone. ]

	heading to bed now tho we play tomorrow
	i think a bunch of ppl are playing tonight tho

	Archer
	just wrapped up a home game
	ended the year with a hat trick!
	steaks to celebrate
	IMG_1012.JPG

[image: A picture of a steak, cut up into strips. It's very rare, and the juices are leaking across the plate. The steak knife is sitting next to it. There isn't a vegetable in sight. ]


	Hollander
	nice! i'll watch the highlights later

	Berggren
	also just finished
	happy new year

	Hollander
	actually tomorrow Marty says we can't watch tape on new years eve

	Cohen
	what a tyrant :P

	Lorenzo
	im w my team
	im so fukn drunk alreay
	IMG_0751.JPG

[image: A dark and blurry picture of shot glasses with limes on a board. It is at an angle and the warm colors imply a bar. ]

	i love yuo guys!!!!!







Forget his own mother—Liam didn't recognize himself. Camilla, a Black drag queen in a terrifyingly smooth-crotched leotard, had taken one look at them and declared, "None of y'all white bitches are touching this boy," dragged Liam to a makeup chair, and proceeded to smear layer after layer of goop on his face until, despite his beard, the face staring back at him in the mirror was distinctly feminine. His heavy-brow, his busted nose, even the perpetual bags under his eyes had all vanished like a magic trick, and his bald head was now covered by an enormous, star-shaped afro.
It was disorienting to look at, but not as unpleasant as he'd expected.
On the other side of the dressing room, Rozanov and Miss Taken were fussing over his bra, Roz saying, "They are very big already. I do not think we need a lot for help." His voice was so recognizable, it sounded surreal coming out of his heavily made-up face framed by long, hot pink hair.
And Price. God, Price hadn't just changed physically. He was standing differently. About halfway through getting made up, he'd panicked and apologized and bolted from the room. When Liam made to get up, Layla had pressed him back down and went herself. When they returned a good ten minutes later, she had to redo his eye makeup. Then it was like he became a whole new person. Instead of a wig, Layla added fillers and extensions to his actual hair until it looked like something off a runway.
"I have never seen someone so good on heels their first time wearing them," she laughed.
Price shrugged. "It's not that different from walking in skates," he explained.
They had to make do with what clothes fit them, Roz having an easier time finding options than him and Price, and none of them attempted 'tucking,' which Liam was infinitely grateful for. They made it out to the main party not too long after midnight. When Price apologized for Layla and her friends missing the countdown, she said, "I can't think of any better way to ring it in."
The party was in full swing, and like Layla had promised, everyone was wasted. Between the strobing lights, thrumming music, and the sea of dancing bodies, Liam wasn't sure they could have been recognized anyway. All the bartenders were in drag and greeted them like family:
"What can I get for you, sweetheart?"
"Girl, that dress is doing the most."
"Honey, if I had that figure, I'd be showing it off, too."
At one point, when they were taking a break at the bar, Liam called Price by name to get his attention, and he frowned and said, "I should have a different name, right?"
"Princess," Roz suggested at once, slinging an arm around Price's waist. "Because you are our beautiful, gigantic princess."
"What about you?" Liam asked.
Rozanov hummed. "Lily," he decided. "And you can be Cassie."
"That's basically just my real name," Liam laughed.
"Cassandra," Price—Princess suggested.
Liam shrugged. It was as good as anything, he supposed.
Princess leaned against his side, Lily on her other side, and murmured, "Thank you for this, Case. I know this probably isn't what you wanted to do with your night. And it was risky."
He pressed his lips to her cheek, leaving a faint lipstick mark behind. "We love you," he said. "You know that, right?"
She nodded. Kissed his lips, then turned and kissed Roz, too. "Happy New Years," she said.





McGee
	McGee
	happy newyear
	i know u dont wannna talk to me
	its whataver

	Casey
	are you high?

	McGee
	no just drunk

	Casey
	didn't know you knew how to do just drunk.

	McGee
	like i no y ur pised at me now
	n like before that ok
	but sometime i think like its not evne that

	Casey
	you're not making any sense man.
	are you with vrub?

	McGee
	did u ever like me

	Casey
	go to bed mick.







Eastman, Vrubel, Williams
	Casey
	does someone have eyes on micky?

	Williams
	not right now but hes with us
	why?

	Casey
	he's messaging me, seems really drunk.

	Vrubel
	i'll go get him
	thanks case
	happy new year







The panic set in after. Not right away—the thrum of booze and good feelings and the strange allure of being someone else, being unrecognizable in a crowd carried Liam through scrubbing off the makeup, back to their hotel, all the way through the flight to Pittsburgh.
Their next game was against Hunter, and when they met up the night before, he asked, "You guys get up to anything fun for New Year's?" and Liam froze up.
Price covered for him: "Went out with Roz. Nothing too crazy."
The rest of the night went fine, but the anxiety had begun. Sure, they'd each been unrecognizable individually, but he and Price together was a pretty distinctive size and color combo. It was public information that they were in New York that night. It wouldn't take a genius.
Paulsen noticed something was off with him a couple days later, came up behind him while he was making them a late night snack. Snaked his arms around Liam's middle and asked, "You doing okay?"
"Yeah, I'm good." He pressed the spatula onto the quesadilla in front of him.
Lips pressed to his bare shoulder. A waiting silence that didn't believe him.
Changing the subject, Liam said, "I heard you might call it quits this year."
"Thinking about it," Paulsen agreed.
"And who's gonna clean up the nuclear meltdown in San Fran after you leave?"
Paulsen sighed, rubbed his face against Liam's shoulder. Instead of answering, he said, "You get in your head like this, and you start getting bad ideas."
Liam shrugged him off and slid the quesadilla off the pan and onto a plate, put the next one into the pan. "I'm not gonna do that again," he said. "I'm done with it. Getting married."
Price shuffled into the kitchen in pajamas, hair twisted up in a towel to dry.
"Micky asked if I'm gonna get a boyfriend after I retire," Paulsen said.
He and Price both looked over, curious. Curious and nervous, on Liam's part. People knew he and Paulsen were friends. "What do you think?" he asked.
Paulsen lifted a shoulder. "No idea. I don't think I'll know what it can look like 'til I'm on the other side, you know?" He frowned. "Price, did you ever, y'know, date anyone? Seriously?"
Sometimes Liam forgot that Price had more or less been out, once upon a time.
Price shook his head. "No. Just hookups."
Liam turned his attention back to the stove, but he found himself asking, "Do you think you would have? If we hadn't caught you?"
"I dunno." Price sat at the breakfast bar, chin propped on his hand. "Maybe."
He flipped the last quesadilla and pressed it into the pan.
Behind him, Paulsen said, "Noyer once told methat he worried he did you more harm than good when he caught you. He felt guilty about it. He wondered if maybe you would have just kept dating normally otherwise, met someone, got to have something real outside of hockey. That maybe no one would even notice because..." and trailed off, though they all three of them knew what he meant. The invisibility that had hidden Price's sexuality in the first place.
Liam glanced over his shoulder, worried Price would look hurt but instead found those pretty green eyes fixed on him.
Price smiled. "Maybe I would have. But maybe I would have just been doing random hookups forever. And you guys are good for me." He glanced between the two of them. "You're the best friends I've ever had, you know? When I got traded out of Brooklyn..." And the air rushed out of him all at once, like he hadn't meant to say it.
"That was tough for you," Paulsen offered.
A nod. "You know I don't even really remember the playoffs that year?" His brow creased. "I got a concussion in the third game against Detroit, but they cleared me anyway, and the whole rest of the run is just..." He made an airy gesture beside his head.
Liam's heart sank in his chest. "Jesus."
"And by the time I kind of came around, it was almost July and I was sitting in this new empty apartment, and I felt like I didn't even know how I got there or what I was supposed to do next. And then suddenly Hunter and McGee were knocking on the door." His voice cracked, and before Liam could even register it beginning, there were tears overflowing on his cheeks. "I don't know what I would have done without them."
Paulsen rounded the counter toward him, and when Liam made to do the same, he said, "Case, the stove," and he had to stop to turn it off and plate the fucking quesadilla. He cut them quickly and set the serving dish on the kitchen island. Paulsen had his arms around Price, lips pressed to his temple, swaying him gently on his stool.
Liam reached across the island to hold Price's hand. He was already trying to think of something pretty he could buy to surprise him with. So far they'd stuck to things he could pass off as gifts for Callie or Maria—hair clips and lip gloss and makeup pallettes—but maybe something more this time. High heels or a dress in his size. He'd worry about the orders getting traced to him, but that was fine.
Sometimes he forgot there was no winning this.





Jen
	Jen
	I'll call later but I'm in the principal's office and Callie is getting suspended.

	Casey
	suspended?? she's in first grade!
	what the hell are they suspending her for?

	Jen
	she got in a fight
	they're asking if it's because her dad gets in fights for a living

	Casey
	jesus. i told you we should have gone with the private school.

	Jen
	it's a good school! her hitting another kid would be a problem at any school

	Casey
	ok but who started the fight?

	Jen
	it doesn't matter who started it
	Callie finished it

	Casey
	is the other kid white?

	Jen
	oh my god it's not about that

	Casey
	jen it is ALWAYS about that.
	have callie call me when you're out of there, okay?

Today, 1:13 PM







Callie cried through most of their phone call, hiccuping breaths that made it hard to understand anything she said except not fair and I'm sorry and a general sense of injustice and misery.
Not for the first time, Liam wondered if he should have asked for primary custody. Sure, his travel schedule was crazy, but he could sponsor his dad for a visa so he could be around when Liam wasn't. Callie had a nanny in St. Louis anyway—she could have a nanny here. Hell, a live-in au pair, he could set one up in the attic bedroom. He wouldn't be able to do Tennis Club meetups here in Pittsburgh, probably, but Noyer had done things that way, hadn't he? For his family?
"I know it's not fair, baby girl," he told her. "That's just the way it is. There's stuff other kids are gonna get away with that you won't. But you gotta keep your head up, okay? You gotta learn to be better than all of them, and you know what you get for doing it? You get to be better."
It was too late to shake things up for her now, and probably not fair to any of them. Jen was a good mom, and she had a sister and both parents around to help.
Liam felt skinned raw by the time he went back downstairs. Hollander was sitting on his couch, leg propped up with an ice pack around his knee, watching the last period of the Toronto-Colorado game. Toronto was up by two. "Who got the second goal?"
Hollzy grinned. "Putnam, but Cohen got the assist."
"He's been on a hot streak," Liam remarked. He glanced around the room.
"Price's hand started bleeding," Hollzy explained. "They're in the bathroom cleaning it up."
He'd split his knuckles on the head of a Florida winger yesterday. "How's the knee?" he asked, settling himself onto the couch carefully so as not to jostle it.
"Better. It's fine as long as I keep on top of the swelling, but it's been doing this off and on since October. I'll probably get out of All Stars this year, at least." Hollzy massaged his quad just above the knee. "Is Callie okay?"
Liam sighed. "She's upset. She's right to be." He eyed Hollzy, who he knew was mixed, too. "Her mom's white," he explained. "She just doesn't get some of the stuff Callie has to deal with."
Hollander's face smoothed in a sad sort of understanding. "My dad's white," he said. "He played hockey, too—McGill—but whenever he talks about what it was like..." He shrugged a shoulder. "It never sounds anything like how it went for me."
He settled a hand on the back of Hollzy's neck, squeezing. On the screen, Cohen took another shot, but the Colorado goalie scooped it. "My dad, too," he said. "He didn't play hockey. He actually went to the Olympics for skiing when I was a kid, though."
"That's really cool. Are you close with your parents?"
"My dad's back in Toronto," he explained. "I see him when I'm playing there or Ottawa, usually. My mom passed. Ten years ago last month."
"I'm sorry," Hollzy said. There were little moments, usually when he was falling back on some social script, where he sounded like he'd just landed on this planet yesterday. It was sort of cute.
"She was awesome," Liam told him, "but she always made sure I knew what I was up against, you know? Having that talk with Callie, I just keep hearing my mom's words coming out of my mouth. 'You gotta be better than everyone else,' 'nobody's gonna cut you a break.'"
Hollzy leaned against his side, head on Liam's shoulder. "She sounds a lot like my mom."
From down the hall, Martin's laughter rang out suddenly, then ebbed away.
"Um, I noticed..." Hollzy murmured, then trailed off. He was fidgeting with the drawstring on Liam's sweatshirt. Liam waited for him, and he eventually went on: "You're a lot more careful about things than the other guys. Do you think that's because...?"
"Yeah," Liam agreed, knowing exactly what he meant. Then, repeating what he'd just told Callie, he said, "They get away with stuff that we don't."
The horn blew on the screen, the announcer declaring, "That's second goal for Cohen, putting him at nineteen goals for the season!"
"And it's only January," the second added.
"It's only January."





The Tennis Club
	Williams
	i just got traded

	Lorenzo
	holy shit
	where?

	Paulsen
	are you ok?

	Williams
	washington

	Rozanov
	they are going for playoff run

	Vrubel
	where are you?
	i can be there in a couple hours

	Williams
	no ive got some teammates coming over

	Paulsen
	that's good. you shouldn't be alone.

	Villa
	maybe youll move up then?
	fuck were gonna miss having u in western

	Eastman
	and in ahl if u move up

	Williams
	idk what im supposed to do
	just pack and go?

	Vrubel
	yes thats all you need to do
	your team and manager will take care of everything else

	Hollander
	i can do my apartment hunting thing

	Williams
	thanks <3

	Cohen
	youre gonna be ok yams
	this can be a good thing ok?







It wasn't a shock. They'd both been eyeing Price's phone as the trade deadline approached. Sure enough, the day before the deadline, it rang.
They were home. Liam held Price's hand while he listened to his agent. His eyes went red, but he didn't cry. He said, "Alright, thanks for letting me know," in a shockingly steady voice, then hung up.
Liam reeled him in for a tight hug, not sure which of them he was more sad for. "Where?" he asked.
"Boston."
Something unclenched in his chest, a wash of relief he hadn't expected. "Oh, thank god," he sighed. "You'll be with Roz."
Price sucked in a breath, scrubbing his hands over Liam's ribs. He nodded, chin rubbing into his shoulder. "Yeah. Yeah, I'll be okay." He pulled back, those sad, shadowed eyes searching Liam's face. "Are you gonna be okay?"
Liam kissed him. "I'll be fine. How much time are they giving you?"
"Flight's at eight tonight."
He stole another kiss. "Let's get you packed."





Rozanov
	Rozanov
	i got him

	Casey
	is he going to stay with you?

	Rozanov
	no my apartment is not good for this
	and all the time people are in it he would not like that
	we will find a place for him that is near

	Casey
	he didn't want to travel with his pretty things. can i ship them to you?

	Rozanov
	of course
	i want to buy him something new for a treat
	what does he need?

	Casey
	stockings
	like tights or nylons or tall socks or something

	Rozanov
	ok i can do that







He left on a road trip the next day. Skipped McGee in San Francisco without a word. In Anaheim, Vrubel tried to commiserate over losing their "convenient" lays, and Liam snapped at him harder than he meant to. He and Williams didn't have time to meet after their game in DC, but only because they both got straight onto flights to Pittsburgh for a rematch the next day.
It would only be his second night in the house since Price left.
Williams knocked maybe twenty minutes after Liam got home, and before he could offer to give him a tour, he yanked Liam in by the front of his shirt and kissed him like he'd been dying for it. He pressed Yams against the wall, cupped his face in both hands and found wetness under his thumbs. Pulling back, he wiped at the tears. "Have you seen anyone since you traded?"
He shook his head. "Sorry."
Liam kissed him again, then tugged him into the living room. They toppled onto the couch, hands fumbling at hems, shoes and pants dropping to the floor. He kept a bottle of hand lotion on the side table, because it was less suspicious than lube, and he used it to open Yams up until he got impatient and rolled them over and sank onto Liam's cock with a bitten-off sob.
Yams was gorgeous. Boy-next-door handsome, and there was something so satisfying about watching that wholesome, masculine face in ecstasy getting fucked. Liam planted his feet, rocking up into him in hard, fast thrusts that were meant for impact, not endurance. By the sounds Yams was making, they were doing their job.
"Fuck," Liam warned, realizing almost too late, "I'm gonna come."
Nodding, Yams urged, "Do it."
He came to the sight of Yams frantically jerking himself, mouth dropped open as he followed.
Liam felt the problem almost right away. "Shit. Condom," he said. "Sorry."
Yams cringed, looking down between them. "Shit. That's my bad." He eased off, a mess trailing behind, then crammed himself into the tiny space between Liam and the back of the couch. "We broke the rules," he sighed, then pecked a kiss on Liam's jaw. "Careful, someone might tell Casey on us."
"Yeah, yeah," he muttered, accepting the ribbing.
"We fly out late tomorrow," Yams murmured. "I can stay over, if you want."
It was a bad idea. He'd only just traded. His teammates would be watching him more carefully.
Yams touched his face, turning it so they were nose-to-nose. "Let me stay," he said.
"Okay," Liam agreed. Despite everything, he was bad at saying no to pretty boys.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Thank you as always for everyone commenting along. I love hearing your thoughts - you make me think about my own story in new ways!!


  


      

  












      Chapter 10: Price
  


    Chapter Summary

    March through summer 2013, Price tries to nudge Hollander and Rozanov toward each other.



    Chapter Notes

      Hi, this is a little late again! It's because I adopted a 22 year old child this week. Don't worry about it :)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






            [image: Price has long red hair, a thick red beard, hazel eyes, and a strong brow that casts his eyes into miserable shadow. ]        
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                You're the best friends I've ever had, you know?              







The new apartment was nicer than Ryan would have bothered with on his own, not just pre-furnished but decorated, too. Aside from the two pieces of art he'd bought in Tampa—an impressionistic ocean scene and a canvas of red and purple bisected by white flowers done in thickly smeared paint—he hadn't given the decorator much input, and he'd ended up with an unusual number of turtle-shaped items, scattered across shelves and end tables. His favorite was a glass lamp, the turtle's shell serving as the multi-colored glass dome over the lightbulb.
He found it silly, honestly, spending so much money on a place he probably wouldn't live in for more than a year, especially with playoffs careening toward them like a runaway train. But Roz had insisted and needled and finally broken him with a whining plea of, "Look at this one! It is so close to me, I can come over all the time. When my stupid friends won't leave my house, I can just come hide with you."
Ryan had never had the kind of friend that would just come over whenever, had thought it was the sort of thing that only happened in sitcoms, but the idea of it captured him entirely. He gave Roz a key and told him—mumbled at him, really—that he didn't have to text first. He could just come in.
Roz did knock, at least. Two quick raps on the front door, and then it swung open with a call of, "Hello, it's me! Put some pants on!" Then the door closed, and he added, "Or don't, I might like this better."
"I'm in the kitchen!" Ryan called, smiling and blushing in equal measure. He was unpacking his spices and other nonperishables, which had been sitting in a box in Casey's house, unopened, since last year.
A cardboard box rounded the corner, Rozanov peeking over the top of it. He deposited it on the kitchen island. "Special delivery," he said, "from Casey."
His heart leapt, already hoping—assuming, even. He'd sent them. Ryan's things. Of course he had.
"Thank you," he murmured, abandoning the spice rack. He opened the box, peeked inside, and felt something settle inside himself for the first time since he'd gotten on the plane in Pittsburgh. It wasn't all that much, and it was more than he needed. Makeup and nail polish. A pair of high-heeled ankle boots enormous enough for his big feet. Two dresses, a simple gold chain necklace, a padded bra and a white lace thong.
Roz was watching him, his lower lip caught between his teeth. "And..." he said, then retrieved a small, lumpy bundle from the pocket of his sweats, clumsily wrapped in yellow-and-white paper that said, Happy Birthday!
"My birthday is in August," Ryan told him.
Rolling his eyes, Roz shook the package at him. "I know, this is just only paper I have."
He took the package in both hands, feeling the soft give of it. He opened his mouth.
"I know, I know," Roz whined, "I did not have to give it. I want to. Now open."
So he opened, the paper parting to reveal silky-smooth lilac nylons and a matching satiny garter belt.
Ryan's breath caught as he pinched the delicate fabric between his fingers.
"Casey said you needed stockings," Roz said, shifting from foot to foot, hugging his elbows.
He almost corrected him, almost insisted that, no, this was not a need, but that would have been rude, maybe ungrateful, so Ryan just nodded and said, "They're really nice."
"I think they are right size. And style? There were some that went around the waist, but they looked less sexy, you know?" Ryan realized, suddenly, that Roz was nervous. Babbling. "But these ones that stop on the thigh, they need the belt."
"I could try them on," Ryan offered, "if you want to see?" It still felt surreal to him, the idea that someone might actually want to see him in lingerie.
Roz nodded quickly. "Yes. Yes, if you want to."
He set the stockings into the box from Casey and carried it all down the hall to his bedroom, the thrum of anticipation and nerves already licking at his heels as his mind supplied every reason the stockings wouldn't look good at him. His legs were too hairy—it would poke through the nylon. He'd have to wear them with his thong, which barely covered his dick. He'd been eyeing a pair of tucking panties for a while but hadn't gotten around to buying them. Would they look alright with his boots? If not, his feet would be too big and gnarly-looking, even through the fabric.
The thoughts washed over him, then through him. Ryan reminded himself what Layla had said on New Year's: Would you ever talk about a woman's appearance the way you're talking about yourself?
No. Because there was no one correct way to be beautiful.
Ryan caught sight of himself in the mirror over his dresser. There was a yellowing bruise on his cheekbone from a fight on the ice last week. Maybe he should cover it up. Roz had already seen it. Doing a full face of makeup seemed like way too much for what he'd asked for. Maybe lips and eyeliner, though. Let the bruise show.
The stockings felt delicate as he rolled them on, but the fabric was thicker than he'd thought at first, not see-through enough to see his leg hair. They weren't very tight at the thighs either, so he had to tug them back up once he had the garter belt on, the thong below it. He looked at himself in the mirror, braced for more self-reproach, but all he felt was that familiar swell of warmth that came with doing this. Not attraction but an odd sort of certainty, pride in someone that wasn't quite himself.
Princess.
She debated the boots and the bra, decided against both. Put on a light sheen of lip gloss and a little bit of eyeliner, considered her hair and left it down. Finally, she opened the door and called, "I'm ready."
Roz appeared in the doorway and stopped short, eyes raking down slowly. "They fit," he observed.
Princess's cock stirred under the scrap of lace holding it against her hip. "What do you think?"
Moving into her space, Roz's hands settled over her hips. "I think you look very pretty," he said, angling his head up like he wanted a kiss.
So she kissed him.





Martin
	Martin
	hey!! how is the new place?

	Price
	its good! i finished unpacking last night

	Martin
	thats great :)
	im really glad you went to another team where you know someone
	ive been talking with casey he really misses you

	Price
	same here...

	Martin
	well i want to talk before you visit next week
	you probably already have an idea about this but when we play boston i try to not be around so hollander and roz can have their space

	Price
	are they a thing yet??

	Martin
	ugh no
	they have a brain disease i think
	anyway it will be easier now with you in boston!! we can just hang out the two of us

	Price
	that sounds nice <3
	do they know you do this?

	Martin
	yes and they still dont get it T___T
	price its so stupid i cant explain to you
	youve seen how they are together
	everybody fucking knows

	Price
	hahahahaha
	maybe we can scheme something together ;)

	Martin
	PLEASE i need an accomplice
	lock them in a room until they talk about their feelings
	or else i try to hook up with roz and you with hollander so they have to admit they dont want it like this

	Price
	have you ever hooked up with roz??

	Martin
	no and his dick game looks incredible!
	i am dying on the cross for friendship and love
	nobody appreciates the sacrifices i make

	Price
	ill fuck you next week if you want

	Martin
	really?? i know you dont prefer it

	Price
	special reward for your sacrifices <3

	Martin
	youre so good to me T___T







Roz glanced at him, then did a double-take that melted into a pout. "What?" he demanded.
The walk back from Martin's new condo to the hotel was far enough that they debated getting a cab, but it was a nice night, unseasonably warm for March in Montreal. The streets were quieter this late. Peaceful.
Ryan bit back his smile and shrugged. "You just looked kind of dopey-happy. That's all."
"Yes, I just got laid," he deflected, "and I was not even the one that made Martin scream like that."
Flushing, he looked away, a too-recent image of Marty blooming in his mind: clinging to his shoulders, whining in Ryan's ear as he worked himself down onto his cock, little by little. And then, at the first thrust, his back bowed like a string had pulled taught, head tipped back as he cried out.
"Shut up. Marty's always loud." Then, deciding to push back, he bumped his shoulder into Roz's and added, "Which you wouldn't know."
Roz stammered for a moment, then snapped, "Okay, we haven't fucked. So what?"
"Because...?"
"You are Mr. Gossip now? Yams is in your DMs asking for news?"
Ryan laughed. "What, he's not in yours?"
A roll of the eyes. "No, of course he is. He never stops." Then he cringed and added, "Well, except..."
Except for the two weeks after he traded to Washington, when he went so terrifyingly quiet that Cohen started daily wellness checks in the group chat.
"I think he's doing okay now," Ryan offered. He took a slow breath of cold air and did his best not to think about a world where he'd gone to a team without someone else in the club, a world where it was Tampa all over again. He had the urge to hold Roz's hand but knew they couldn't. "Anyway, stop changing the subject. Do you like Hollzy or not?"
"Of course I do," he declared, almost prim. "Everyone likes him, and I like everyone. Very easy."
Ryan sighed. "Marty's right. You do have a brain disease."
Roz burst out laughing, slapped a hand over his mouth and glanced around them. "No, Marty would not say that!" he insisted.
"He says Hollzy has one, too."
This seemed to appease him, because Roz hummed, shoving his hands in his pockets and tipping his head back as if in deep contemplation. "Does he think there is a cure?"
"He said something about trapping you in a room together until you talk."
Roz peeked at him out of the corner of his eye. "When we are alone in a room together, there is usually not very much talking," he bragged.
Having seen them together, he could hardly blame them. "Mhmm, and that's how you've managed to go two years without figuring your shit out."
"Almost three," Roz said, like it was a brag.
Ryan's eyebrows shot up. "You two were drafted three years ago," he protested. "Did you hook up before your first season?"
Roz hummed again, looking smug.
"I'm telling Yams."





Danilov
	Price
	hey! been a while since we talked. how are you?

	Danilov
	....what did roz tell you

	Price
	nothing!!
	he wont break the russian code of secrecy
	but he keeps making sad faces while he messages you

	Danilov
	its not a big deal he worries for nothing

	Price
	ok if its no big deal tell me so i can stop worrying

	Danilov
	just considering options after next year if i dont make the roster again

	Price
	wait what options??

	Danilov
	tanya wants me to go back to khl
	if i dont make it back to mlh maybe i have to

	Price
	she knows what that would mean for you right?

	Danilov
	she knows what it means for her if i dont

	Price
	im really sorry dani
	weve got a year to figure something out though right?
	you should ask the rest of the guys for support theyd want to know

	Danilov
	what are they going to do?

	Price
	you dont know until you ask!!
	nobody wants that for you ok?
	we can figure out a way to keep you

	Danilov
	thank you price you are very sweet
	tell the big baby to stop frowning at his phone







Three months since his call-up, Villa was still visibly buzzing with pleasure about his new living arrangements with Kowalski. They were roommates back in Tucson, too, so it wasn't like they hadn't had time to get comfortable together. Still, watching them navigate around each other in the kitchen, Wallski fully concentrated on pouring drinks, Villa dropping a kiss on his shoulder as he reached over him for a plate, Ryan was startled by how domestic they looked together.
"They're so cute," he whispered to Roz as they headed for the living room.
Biting back a smile, Roz murmured, "I didn't realize they were so..."
Ryan and Casey had met up with them once before winter break, so he'd known. He just felt it needed pointing out, in case it gave Roz any ideas.
"They won't want to hook up, right?" Roz asked, glancing back toward the kitchen to make sure they weren't overheard.
Shrugging a shoulder, Ryan said, "We did last time I was here."
Roz's brow furrowed.
They settled onto the big sectional, and Wallski emerged with three glasses precariously balanced between his massive hands. "I couldn't carry all four," he reported as he set them down.
"You could have done two and two, then," Roz pointed out.
"What?"
Roz opened his mouth. Closed it and shook his head. "Never mind."
Ryan bit the inside of his cheek, trying not to laugh.
With drinks and snacks were assembled on the coffee table, they descended into an obligatory debrief of the game, which mostly consisted of Roz demanding to know what witch Kowalski paid to be able to snatch a puck out of the air like that ("Wait, do people hire witches for that?") and Wallski whining about Ilya not getting a penalty for goalie interference when he literally fell on top of him while he was trying to block a shot. ("Not my fault refs think I am perfect handsome angel.")
But as the first drink fell into the second fell into a lazy, end-of-the-night exhaustion and Villa slumped over with his head on Wallski's thigh, legs across Ryan's lap, Roz took his bare foot in hand and pinched the arch, winning a startled noise of protest. "I have question," he announced.
"Don't tickle my feet," Villa whined.
"Not tickling," Roz insisted. "This is tickle." But Villa jerked his foot away and kicked him before he could carry out his threat, catching Price's thigh in the crossfire.
"Do you mind?" he admonished them both.
"What's your question?" Wallski asked.
Roz caught Villa's foot again, but this time he started rubbing it as if in apology. "You two living together," he said. "When you were making AHL salaries, this made sense, but what about now? What does your team think about it?"
Villa shrugged. "I don't think anyone thinks it's weird. We lived together before, we're friends." He caught Wallski's hand in both of his own, pressing a kiss to the tips of his fingers. "The only guys that are jerks about it... I mean, they're dicks about different stuff."
Ryan frowned. "Like what?"
"They call him my service animal," Wallski explained, "like for blind people or something, because Joey helps me." He looked down at Villa, whose eyes had gone wide at the name slip. "Oh fuck." He cringed. "Villa. Fuck. Sorry."
Ryan and Roz exchanged a look of curious scandal.
Groaning, Villa rubbed his hands over his face and sat up. "Whatever. He calls me Joey in front of the team anyway. It's fucking normal. We're friends. I call him Keith. Don't make a big deal about it." He squared his shoulders, like he was putting himself between them and Wallski, which was very cute, considering he was sitting between him and Ryan, who both dwarfed him considerably.
"Makes sense to me," Ryan reassured.
Roz added, "Yeah. Rule was probably not made with you on the mind."
"In mind," Ryan corrected.
"No, it's on," Roz insisted, "like 'on my mind.'"
He shrugged. "It's different in this phrase. 'Keep it in mind.'"
Almost growling, Roz muttered, "I hate this fucking language."
Their bickering seemed to have diffused to remaining tension from down the middle of the couch. "Anyway," Villa said, "yeah, guys are too busy being dicks to Keith to wonder about it."
"I'm sorry," Ryan offered. "That's awful."
Wallski shrugged. "It's okay. They're mostly just razzing me, you know? He does help me a lot, and if people think I need him, maybe they won't try to trade one of us without the other."
The way Villa stared up at him, utterly adoring, almost made Ryan blush to watch. Villa leaned up, and Wallski leaned down, meeting him halfway for a slow, lingering kiss. Roz shifted beside him, sliding a hand over Ryan's knee, eyes fixed on the two of them, like this was really doing it for him.
God. It probably was. Weirdo.
When Villa finally broke away from the kiss, he sat up halfway, mostly still in Wallski's lap, and seemed flustered by the way they were both staring. "Uh, how do we want to...?"
"You two should," Roz decided quickly. "You're sexy together." He looked to Ryan, silently checking if he had any objections—if he was okay with enabling his apparent boyfriends fetish.
Ryan gave him a look he hoped conveyed, we will talk about this, then kissed him.
It ended up being, in his opinion, a little weird. There was more than enough room for all four of them to fool around on the sectional, and the angle made it easy to see what the other pair was up to. Roz kept them positioned so he could see Villa and Wallski, who seemed perfectly happy to be appreciated in this way and then, all at once, seemed to forget about the rest of the world entirely.
At one point, Roz had them both on their sides, his hand wrapped around Ryan's cock, his own rutting against his ass. Wallski was on his back, Villa tucked between his legs, their foreheads pressed together as he fucked forward in tiny, hitching movements. They were hardly doing anything, just gazing into each other's eyes and apparently enjoying the closeness. Since joining Tennis Club, Ryan had watched a lot of people have sex, but it had never felt so much like he was intruding on a private moment.
He rolled over, kissed Roz, and kept his back to them for the rest of the hookup.
When they got back to the hotel, Ryan stood outside with Roz while he smoked a cigarette and said, "Well, they sure seem to be making it work."
Roz hummed.
"Kind of makes you wonder what else might work out."
That got him an eye roll. "Very different situation," he insisted.





Williams
	Price
	weird boston thing of the day
	IMG_0812.JPG

[image: A butcher's knife embedded into pavement.]

	i am told this is a culturally significant butcher knife

	Williams
	is that just sitting on the ground??

	Price
	no!! its embedded in the sidewalk!!

	Williams
	WHY

	Price
	dont try to understand boston
	ok now send me something from dc

	Williams
	hmmm most of my pics are from the cherry blossom trees rn
	theyre in bloom and soooo pretty
	OH WAIT STUMPY

	Price
	stumpy??

	Williams
	IMG_0676.JPG

[image: Stumpy the cherry blossom tree. Its trunk implies it was once much taller, but now it only has one or two branches. They are still in full bloom. The colors and shape are very similar to Vrubel's sad-fleshy-spigot dick pic. The Washington monument is in the background. ]

	its giving vrubel

	Price
	LMAO NO
	im telling him you said that

	Williams
	do it idgaf

	Price
	are you two actually fighting??

	Williams
	noooo not really
	vrub is vrub yk
	old news borrring
	yk whats not boring tho

	Price
	!! tell me

	Williams
	archers wife filed for divorce
	and then realized they have a prenup
	and unfiled T___T

	Price
	god is THAT how theyre still married??

	Williams
	that and the fact that they can live in the same house and never see each other
	she fucking hates his ass lol

	Price
	has he even thought about divorcing HER?

	Williams
	why would he? its free beard

	Price
	feels skeezy :/

	Williams
	eh i think she fucks around just as much as he does
	cant be worse than the danilov situation tho
	ok now pay the hollanov toll bitch

	Price
	ughhhhhhh

	Williams
	u know the rules!!

	Price
	well roz saw villa and wallski being domestic and boyfriendly and popped a boner

	Williams
	oh thats so good jesus
	this is why youre my favorite

	Price
	you have a problem







Montreal would be flying out immediately after the game, which meant a rushed meetup the night before. Tennis didn't work for Roz and Hollander anyway with their rivalry. They went to Ryan's place, even though Roz's was nicer, because Hollander said it was 'more plausible.'
"Hasn't he been to your place before?" Ryan asked before they arrived.
Roz held up both hands, eyes sliding shut. "Do not question the anxiety nightmare brain. It will only make you crazy, too."
When they arrived, though, Ryan could see the moment Hollander began to regret not meeting up separately, every coil of muscle seeming to strain toward Roz but he only stood awkwardly at the door, hands clasped in front of him politely. Roz stood a little taller, jaw set in careful Slavic stoicism.
Ryan and Marty both glanced between them. Marty burst out laughing. "Okay!" he declared and grabbed Ryan's hand. "Price, show me your room!"
They rushed through the apartment and shut the bedroom door behind them, maybe louder than necessary, both of them giggling like children as momentum toppled them onto the end of the bed.
Marty pressed his face to Ryan's chest for a moment, still laughing, then rolled onto his back and looked around. "Oh, this is nice," he said. He pushed up onto his elbows and eyed the turtle-patterned curtains. "Do you like turtles?"
"I have no idea what's up with the turtles," Ryan admitted. "The decorator decided I'm a turtle guy."
"Maybe it is a metaphor," Marty theorized, "like you are all soft and sweet inside your tough shell." He poked Ryan in the belly, smiling, then stared down at him for a long moment before leaning in for a kiss. "You seem happier lately," he observed.
It felt good, that someone could see it from the outside. Ryan felt different lately. Lighter, maybe. Like there was more space inside of him, room to breathe. He wanted to tell Marty about it, though it felt daunting. More daunting was the thought of telling everyone else in the club, but maybe he wouldn't have to. Maybe it could just stop being a secret and it could make its way through Yams and out into the ecosystem like the world's most transactional news bulletin.
"I wanna show you something," he decided. Ryan rolled off the bed and crossed to his closet. Through the open door, only suits and dress shirts and flannels were visible, the dresses tucked around the corner, just out of sight. He pulled out the green one, which was a shimmery netted fabric. Its cap sleeves minimized his shoulders, the sweetheart neckline showed off just a hint of chest hair but wouldn't expose a bra if he was wearing one, and it had a daringly high cut up the right thigh. He turned and held it to his front to make it clear that it was his size, that it was for him.
Marty's face fell open in shock.
"I, um, I went to this bar? This winter? A drag bar," he explained.
The first question was, "Do you shave for it?"
Ryan shook his head. "No, the drag queen that I met there, she performs with a beard and body hair and everything. She says it's, um, it's 'gender fuckery,' which I guess is in right now."
The second: "This is why you're happier?"
"Part of it. A big part."
Marty smiled that big, mismatched toothy smile. "Then I love it." He scooted to the end of the bed. "Do you have makeup and stuff? Would you show me?"
And so, with Roz and Hollzy in the next room over rocking the bed and moaning like ghosts, Ryan did his own makeup and then put eyeliner and lip gloss on Marty, who looked more like a singer in an emo band than a drag queen. They made out and Ryan got lipstick on Marty's face and neck and they both had to redo their lips. Marty tried to walk in his heels, which were too big for him, and immediately observed the similarity to walking in skates.
It seemed like no time at all before Roz was knocking on the door and peeking it open. He took in the two of them, then asked, "And what are you girls up to?"
Hollzy appeared behind him, his eyebrows shooting up in surprise. "Oh," he said. "Um."
The two of them broke into fresh laughter at the look on his face.





Cohen
	Cohen
	did he say anything?

	Price
	mostly hockey stuff
	we watched the highlights from your game
	he said youre doing better than you would have w the nomads

	Cohen
	ok but like HOW did he say it

	Price
	idk you know berg hes hard to read
	i tried to push but he was just making jokes of everything

	Cohen
	ughhhhhhh
	sorry am i being extra pathetic rn

	Price
	uhhh not extra

	Cohen
	PRICE T__T

	Price
	only in that you deserve to move on!!
	youre just torturing yourself

	Cohen
	i knowwww
	ok ok im done talking about it for real
	youre seeing paulie next right

	Price
	yeah probably last time i guess :(

	Cohen
	we hooked up this week and i almost fucking cried
	hes really excited to move back to atlanta tho

	Price
	apparently he and roz dont fuck so idk if we will but yeah
	im gonna miss him

	Cohen
	mickys gonna crash out hard i know it
	idk what their deal is but im p sure the only reason hes been sober this year is bc paulsens in the western conference now

	Price
	casey said the same thing
	maybe someone can go babysit him for the summer
	roz and paulsen did that last year

	Cohen
	idk whos gonna sign up for that job bc it wont be me

	Price
	i might
	san fran for the summer could be fun

	Cohen
	youre wayyyy too nice <3


They were Paulsen's second-to-last game of his career, the last against anyone in the club. He had already started packing up the place in Winnipeg, so there were boxes stacked against the wall in the living room, labeled, Kitchen, Kids, Trophies, Clothes.
"I was going to pay the moving service to do it," he explained as they settled in his sparse living room, "but it was actually kind of cathartic packing up to come here. It's not that much anyway. I held off on buying too much once I started thinking retirement."
Roz seemed oddly somber, eyes sliding from the boxes to Paulsen to his own hands. Ryan hadn't realized the two of them were close. "The new place is close to your boys?" he asked.
"Yeah, they'll be able to ride their bikes to me," Paulsen agreed. "Allie and I are doing fifty-fifty custody once I move back, but we're mostly going to let them come and go how they want, unless one of us needs a night off. Allie wants to start dating again."
Remembering their talk back in January, Ryan asked, "And you? You think you'll start dating?"
Paulsen had parked himself in the corner of the couch, one foot up on the cushion. He rubbed the back of his neck, gaze sliding off somewhere distant, like he was trying to imagine it. "Maybe. I've been thinking about it. I feel like..." He sighed. "Hiding is gonna be a hard habit to break."
"But you want that?" Roz asked, leaning forward in the armchair, elbows on knees.
"What else am I gonna do?" Paulsen laughed.
His eyes flicked over the two of them, a sad sort of crease in the pocket of his cheek. He was only thirty-four, Ryan reminded himself. In hockey, that was getting toward elderly, but for the rest of the world, that wasn't very old at all.
Paulsen said, "You know, I've been thinking about it a lot this past year. What we get out of Tennis Club. What it costs us. It saved me, I think." His gaze landed purposefully on Ryan. "It saved a lot of us. But it keeps things from us, too. Like, what if I'd just let myself get outed? Maybe I'd have been busted down to the AHL. Maybe I'd be selling used cars by now."
He laughed. They didn't laugh with him.
"Maybe I'd be married to someone else by now."
Ryan asked, "You don't think we can be happy in Tennis Club? In hockey?"
He shrugged a shoulder, eyes fixed on Roz. "I think, if you can figure out a way to do it, you should go for it." Then, cutting out the obscurity, he added, "You and Hollander. That could work."





McGee
	Price
	hey im just checking in
	how are you doing?
	micky?
	you dont have to say much please just let someone know youre ok
	i know youre having a hard time but you need to keep it together thru playoffs ok?
	just focus on the game for now
	please say something?
	i can come visit after playoffs if you want
	come on its been 2 days were getting worried
	i heard you got scratched for the phoenix game
	hey sorry its me again please say something

	McGee
	jesus fucking christ shut up
	im fine







Playoffs were brutal. Always were, of course, and Ryan had been in more than his fair share. They were up against Detroit for the first round, beat them soundly on home ice the first two games, then Marleau took a bad hit to his shoulder their first away game. Boston had been better than a lot of teams about actually using Ryan for defense, but the coach gave him the look then, said, "Go make 'em pay."
They won that game, lost the next, then back on home ice for the fifth game, they clinched it.
"What do you think no sex during playoffs rule was made for?" Roz asked. He was lying on the couch, more ice pack than person at the moment. If he was asking because he wanted to have sex, Ryan honestly wasn't sure how he planned to accomplish it.
He didn't feel as all-over bruised, but he'd done something to his back that felt like trouble. He'd only risked laying on the floor because Roz was there in case he couldn't get back up again. "I always assumed it was the superstition," he murmured.
Roz snorted. "I thought, you know, maybe because more people are watching you or for like..." He mumbled in Russian the way he did when his English was suddenly inadequate and it annoyed him. "Like, if someone found out, could be big trouble?"
"No, I know what you mean."
"But maybe it is a stupid rule," Roz said. "Who can get hard like this? Maybe if he has a pain fetish."
Ryan laughed, which sent a little twinge of pain through his lower ribs. He'd go see the team PT tomorrow, get it worked out. They had five days before they went into the next round. Until Montreal.
He smirked up at Roz and asked, "You sure you're not asking because of who we're playing next week? You know I wouldn't tell anyone."
"It's a bad idea," Roz said, like he wasn't sure if it was true.
"Paulsen didn't think so. Marty and I don't think so."
It felt weird, not being able to really look at him while they talked, but maybe it made it easier for Roz, because he suddenly confessed, "I don't know what I like so much about him. I sleep with a lot of people, you know? In the club and outside, lots of beautiful women. I enjoy it. But it feels different when it's him, and I don't understand why. He's so difficult. Stubborn. And he is boring and loves rules and always tells me things like we are too risky and I need to stop smoking. Should be very annoying. It is annoying. You know he folds his clothes before sex?"
Ryan laughed. "Yeah, I know."
Roz sat up suddenly, two ice packs falling off of him and landing on the floor with a thump. "What is it like, when you are with him?" he asked, urgent.
"Oh. Um..."
He remembered the first time he and Rozanov had met, back in his old apartment in Brooklyn, with Noyer. He'd been rude them, almost mean, and finally began interrogating them about what had happened when they all met up in Montreal, whether one of them had slept with Hollander. Though Roz was four years younger and Noyer would never have allowed him to get out of hand, Ryan had been terrified that he would find out he was the one to hook up with Hollander.
"You know I was the first one in the club—I mean, other than you—to hook up with him?"
Roz smiled. "When you were trapped by snow and he posted test results."
Ryan nodded. "But he said he wanted to wait to do anal for the first time with you. He was really nervous anyway. We made out a lot? Until he relaxed. And then we jerked off. We honestly don't hook up that often. He doesn't top, so..."
"Okay, but when you do, is it..." Roz's throat bobbed. "Is it intense?"
"No." He sighed, thought about leaving it at that, but he wanted to keep the conversation going. "Sometimes it felt intense with Noyer. For me, at least. I don't think it was for him. I don't know what it was about him."
After a moment of glaring at his remaining ice packs—left hip, both knees—Roz groaned and swung his legs off the couch, dislodging them all. He got down on the floor, bent over Ryan to kiss him, then lay down on his side, head pillowed on his shoulder.
"You should at least talk to him about it," Ryan murmured. "What if you both feel the same? What if you go three more years not knowing?"
"What would it even look like?"
Ryan, moving his arm carefully, set his hand on top of Roz's. "It could look however you want it to. It could look basically the same as what you're doing now, but you both admit what it means to you."
Roz nuzzled against his collarbone. "Do you think it matters? To just say it?"
"Of course it does."





Martin
	Martin
	is he actually coming this time??
	if he chickens out again he will have to wait until awards probably :(

	Price
	he actually left the hotel
	got in the cab
	whether he actually shows up.....

	Martin
	i get that he was too nervous before but its actually so risky to do this now
	all of montreal is going crazy rn
	hollander says there are paps outside his condo all the time now

	Price
	theyll be ok at your place right?

	Martin
	yes i think so
	he says nobody followed him
	i will go for a walk when he arrives so they have privacy
	if i see a pap i will punch him

	Price
	goddd why am i this nervous?? im not even the one doing it!

	Martin
	no i know what you mean
	hollander keeps asking whats wrong with me lol
	he thinks im nervous about the next game

	Price
	i cant believe were going to game 7
	hollzy was crazy tonight
	every time i turned around he was already gone

	Martin
	ok ok but we shouldnt talk about this
	no talking games during playoffs!!

	Price
	is THAT the rule?
	sorry i thought it was about fucking

	Martin
	LOL
	oh hes here!!!

	Price
	thank GOD

	Martin
	ok im outside now
	hollander looked like he was going to kill me
	roz looked so nervous!!







Martin
	Martin
	it went badly...







The doorknob rattled before a hard, too-loud knocking began. Ryan was already pacing, so it took him seconds to get to the door and open it.
He wasn't shocked that Roz had come here. People on the team knew they hung out. They just didn't usually go to each other's hotel rooms on the road. It was too much, usually.
Roz shoved past him, his shoulders a high, angry line, jaw tight. Once the door was closed, he spun to face Ryan and snapped, "Why the fuck did you tell me to do that!"
"What happened?" he asked, keeping his voice soft.
"What the fuck do you think! I went there like an idiot, like some puppy dog with all my stupid fucking feelings. He barely let me through the door!" Through the fury, Ryan could see the redness in his eyes, the way his throat kept clenching.
Ryan took a step toward him, a hand extended, and Roz slapped it down, backed up.
"You know what he said to me?" he snarled, but his voice kept breaking. "He said, 'Are you crazy? It's playoffs. It's against the rules.'"
"I'm so sorry, Roz," he murmured. "Look, it is playoffs. Everyone's stressed. Maybe this just wasn't the time to do it."
"No? You think it will go better when?" He probably needed to lower his voice if he didn't want to draw attention from neighboring rooms. "All he cares about is fucking rules! Well, even when is not playoffs, there will still be a rule!"
Ryan wished Roz would let him closer, let him hug him. He needed comfort, he could tell, but he was like an angry cat, ready to scratch. "He cares about you," Ryan said, voice soft. "Everyone knows it."
"Everyone is a bunch of gossipy women with nothing better to do! You don't have TV? You don't have another show to watch? Fuck you!" Roz paced to the other side of the room, scrubbing a hand through his hair. "What if he—?" His voice broke. He shook his head. "It's ruined now. Even what we had..."
"You don't know that," Ryan soothed. "Look, Hollzy is careful. He gets anxious. You can talk this through when we aren't going into game seven of quarterfinals. Maybe we can practice, talk through how you want to say things next time."
Roz shook his head. "No. No, I am done. Why the fuck was I taking advice from you anyway? You fell in love with old man Noyer because he was the first guy to be nice to you."
He flinched, the blow hitting unexpectedly and deep. His eyes stung. "That's not..." He was going to say true, but he wasn't sure. Maybe it was.
"Whatever," Roz said, and went for the door. "Don't talk to me until playoffs are over."
And then he was gone.
Ryan sank onto the end of his bed, the burn of impending tears unavoidable.





Hunter
	Hunter
	hey you ok?
	been a while since we heard from you
	roz said you had a fight
	come on, sign of life man

	Price
	im ok
	i decided to go home to nova scotia for the summer

	Hunter
	oh shit are you back already?

	Price
	yeah

	Hunter
	ok well message if you wanna talk







Ryan told his parents he was staying at Colleen's new house because she needed help with some home improvement projects, which she did, but the main reason was that his mother's particular brand of overbearing chatter was too much for him right now.
He was grateful for the projects. He spent long hours stripping the rotten siding off her old, dilapidated garage and hanging fresh boards. Dug out part of the garden that was entirely overgrown with weeds. He tried his hands at replacing the leaky hose spigot on the back of the house, but he had no idea what he was doing and ended up having to call a plumber.
"You know I didn't mean for you to spend every minute of your summer slaving away," Colleen teased as she set dinner on the table.
"I don't mind," Ryan assured her. "I like keeping busy."
She sat, chin propped on her hand as she studied him. "Was it a difficult year?" she asked.
He thought about that. Shook his head. It was a good year, almost all the way through. Right up until that fight at the end. "I liked Pittsburgh. I was sad to go, but Boston is pretty good, too. I, um, I had more friends on my teams this time around."
"That's good." She smiled and started eating. "You met anyone lately?"
Ryan laughed, but it barely made a sound. "Nothing serious."
Colleen asked, "Would you? Try dating?"
"No," he decided. "It wouldn't be a good idea while I'm still playing. Not just because I'm gay, but moving around all the time. I don't know how I would make a relationship work."
"That sounds lonely."
Without thinking about it, Ryan reached down and placed his hand over his phone in his pocket. "It's not so bad," he said. "You can still make some pretty good friends keeping it casual."
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    Troy Barrett from the 2013 draft combine through the Guardians training camp
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  Troy pressed his palms flat against the tops of his thighs, forcing himself not to fidget. He was sure all of the other prospects on the bench felt just as nervous as he did, but none of them wanted to show it with so many eyes and cameras on them. He wasn't going to be the obvious one.
After an eternity of staff milling about the converted ballroom, impossible-to-discern adjustments being made to various fitness stations, one of the trainers approached the bench and called, "Anderson." When two boys started to stand up, checked his clipboard and added, "Kristoff."
One of the boys sat down. The Andersons were not, as far as Troy could tell, related. Kristoff Anderson followed the trainer to the first station, where he was measured and weighed, then sent on. The trainer returned for the second Anderson while the first stripped to his waist and was marked up with a sharpie on his torso, arm, and thigh. Then they went at him with a terrifying set of calipers, pinching his skin between the sharpie marks to measure body fat.
As the second Anderson transitioned from station one to two and the second moved on to the third, the trainer called, "Barrett," and Troy stood and crossed into the center of the ball room.
"Hey, I'm Joe Tiller," the man said, extending his hand and giving a brusque shake. "Go ahead and take your shoes off. We'll start with height."
Feeling like he'd almost forgotten how to speak, Troy croaked, "I'm declining to be measured."
That was the line his agent gave him.
Tiller eyed him, then nodded. "What is your reported height?" he asked.
"Five-eleven."
Tiller stared at him, a tired expression. Troy was five-eight. His doctor said he would probably grow another inch or two, but his father insisted he should add three to his current height. Plenty of guys lied about their height to avoid getting skipped over, he said.
"Five-ten," Troy bargained.
"Yeah," Tiller said, flat. "Alright. That means we can't do wingspan either, so we'll move along to weight. Shoes off."
He was weighed. He was photographed. He was shuffled over to the body fat station where he stripped to the waist and was pinched around his waist, on his shoulder blade, the back of his arm and front of his thigh. He was told to put his shirt back on.
The next stations felt more normal. Or, at least, felt less weird to do while being ogled by multiple agents from every MLH team, plus a few select members of the press. Grip strength. Push-ups. Bench Press. Various people told him to jump in various ways for a while, and Troy had to bite his tongue to keep from asking, How high? each time. Then bikes and the VO2 test which sucked just as much as everyone said it would.
Finally, someone returned his phone and wallet and waved him toward a cool-down area, blessedly private but only compared to the ballroom. Both of the Andersons were already inside, and Bourreau would be right behind him.
He glanced at his phone as he sat down and, rather than settling down, his heart rate picked up at the notification waiting for him. His dad.





Curtis Barrett
	Curtis Barrett
	How did it go?
	You got them to put you as 5'11" right?

	Troy
	the trainer put 5'10

	Curtis Barrett
	What did you tell him?

	Troy
	he didn't believe 5'11

	Curtis Barrett
	Did you wear the lifts?

	Troy
	i had to take my shoes off

	Curtis Barrett
	Well did you argue with him at least?

	Troy
	yeah. 5'10 isn't that bad.

	Curtis Barrett
	It's not great.
	What did you get for grip strength?

	Troy
	149 and 140

	Curtis Barrett
	Weak on the left
	I told you to even that out.

Today, 11:27 AM
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Mission Failure: Has San Fran's Party Boy Finally Burned Out?
By COLIN WHITFORD | San Francisco Chronicle – May 29, 2013


For years, San Francisco Mission's left winger Henry McGee has been a disaster-darling of local tabloids. See: his brief but storied relationship with actress Mina Morris, his connection to a drug bust in a SOMA nightclub, and his controversial night out with the daughter of a rival team's owner. Though McGee has repeatedly flaunted standard morality clauses, thus far Mission ownership has not only tolerated his antics but arguably profited from the media attention.
Now, perhaps the team is paying the price for not keeping their players in line.
In the last game of the Mission's regular season, McGee got a last-minute healthy scratch, a punishment yet to be wielded against the player despite his various indiscretions. With no corresponding sordid press accompanying the announcement, social media went wild with speculation as to what behavior out of the public eye might have finally pushed team leadership to its breaking point.
Then, when he returned to the ice for the first round of playoffs against the Colorado Rockies, most fans came to a consensus. There has been speculation about McGee playing hungover in the past, most notably in the fall of 2011, but never has his poor performance made the affliction so obvious. McGee was sluggish, repeatedly missed passes, and averaged less than eleven minutes on the ice over five games before the Rockies won the round.
Now, fans are asking a question that would have been unthinkable just months ago: will McGee return to the Mission's starting roster this fall? If the team were to relegate him to their AHL development league, they would first have to put McGee through waivers, meaning any team in the league would have the opportunity to claim his contract.
Would any teams want to gamble on a player so clearly struggling with addiction? When McGee is good, he's great. He's a notoriously ruthless player...










Talking to the media took longer than he'd hoped but shorter than he'd feared. When they asked about him refusing to be measured, he deflected as he'd been trained: "My skills speak for themselves. I've proven myself on the ice. We're all young guys. We're still growing, and the teams know that."
And then, for the day, he was done.
Troy's roommate was a quiet Finnish guy named Pitkänen who spent a lot of time in the bathroom. Troy suspected a nervous stomach but wasn't about to ask. He just made a point of keeping their hotel window open, turning the TV volume up, and avoiding eye contact when the guy emerged, shamefaced, back into their room.
If he was back on his juniors team, he would have razzed Pitkänen, had a great time making fun with the rest of his team. Here, though, he didn't know anyone. It felt weird to laugh at a guy by himself.
He went down for a nap, crashed hard, and when he woke, disoriented and wired, the sun was low outside the open window. The bathroom door was closed again, fan running. Pitkänen had his fitness testing tomorrow, and Troy wondered how he planned to avoid shitting during the vertical jump. Troy blinked up at the alarm clock between the beds. Almost eight.
With a groan, he rolled out of bed. He had to be up early tomorrow for interviews with Toronto and Boston, then he had the psych test in the afternoon. Wide-awake and ravenously hungry, he put himself back together and headed out.
A small crowd of prospects had gathered in the restaurant downstairs, a couple that he knew and more he didn't. Matheson and Steffes were forwards for Moose Jaw and Spokane, so they'd seen a lot of each other over the past two years.
Feeling sociable, he headed to the table. "Hey, mind if I join you?"
"Hey, Barrett!" Steffes called. "Heard you're gonna make top ten for VO2."
Troy hadn't heard yet and tried not to look too surprised. "There's a whole other day of tests," he deflected, "but..." He shrugged a shoulder. "I've been training cardio pretty hard."
Everyone else already had food, but a waitress appeared to take his order—chicken with quinoa salad.
It was a big table, so he didn't get introductions from the other end, who were engrossed in their own conversation, but he got a flurry of six new names tossed at him. Thankfully, he was familiar with a lot of the names already from the prospects invite list. These were top-tier guys for the most part.
He'd ended up next to a blonde American named Kent who was playing as a center in the USHL. Kent wasn't much taller than Troy himself and not particularly good-looking, but he held himself with the bravado of a larger guy. Once introductions had been made and the mutual acquaintanceship of Steffes and Matheson rendered irrelevant, Kent took command of the conversation, observing without remorse the poor showing of prospects over the past two years.
"I mean, I know they were trying to cram in as many forwards as they could, but they invited some real D-list bullshit to last year's combine. I heard—you know, don't quote me on this, it's just what I heard—they were pushing for more diversity, ended up calling a bunch of guys that hadn't really earned it."
Troy's first thought was that he couldn't think of more than two nonwhite players from last year's draft, so what the fuck was Kent even talking about? His second thought, as he took in the conspiratorial smirks and approving shrugs from the others around the table, was that his dad would really like Kent, so this was exactly the kind of guy he ought to hide behind. It was a strategy he'd developed on his juniors team, after a miserable start and a mid-year trade. Nobody would suspect he was gay if he was hanging with guys like Kent.
Assholes.
"It's still kind of a mixed bag this year," Kent went on. "All the real star power went through testing today so the media could get their fill. Tomorrow's gonna be the dregs. My roommate's one of them. Watson. Skinny motherfucker out of Wisconsin. No idea what they think he's gonna do on the ice."
Troy offered, "My roommate, Pitkänen, he's up tomorrow. He's Finnish so I dunno what his game looks like, but he's been blowing up our bathroom since he got here, so I doubt he's gonna test well."
Laughs and groans of sympathy.
Encouraged, he added, "Yeah, if you hear about a biohazard in the ballroom tomorrow..."
And it always felt good, being on the right side of a joke. It felt good right up until the next day, when a group of them were sitting around in the prospects' lounge waiting for their next appointments and his roommate showed up, dressed for his fitness test, and introduced himself to the group.
"Oh," Kent said, "Shit-Cannon!"
And the whole group broke out into laughter except for Pitkänen, who went pale and wide-eyed and looked at Troy like he'd never seen anything more disgusting in his life.
It didn't feel good then. Troy laughed anyway.





Team Rocket
	J Dog
	bro barrett you fucked that shit UP
	9th wingate bro what!
	youre getting first round for sure

	Ellzy
	gdi theyre never gonna send u back now
	the fuck r we gonna do wo u next yr
	were gonna have fucking poddie on first line

	Poddie
	bro suck my whole asshole

	CallMeDavy
	my uncle says you'll go to dallas

	Ellzy
	ur uncles got scrambled eggs for brains

	J Dog
	montreal would be sick everyone is saying theyre a few years out from a cup

	Whyyyyman
	ya and then ud get to play w ur bf shane hollanderrrrr

	Troy
	fuck off faggot
	just cuz u want rozanov to fuck ur asshole

	CallMeDavy
	lmao dont worry neither of them would fuck either of you ugly fucks

	Fat Fuck Frankie
	hey yeah congrats u killed it

Today, 10:13 PM
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Toronto Guardians' 2013 Draft Picks: a Focus on Offense?
By JASON ROLAND | The Toronto Star – June 29, 2013


After breaking a 7-year playoff drought this spring, the Toronto Guardians disappointed fans, losing the first round with just three goals scored in four games. Commentators largely attributed the team's burnout on an over-reliance on new star center, Eli Cohen, who averaged 24 minutes on ice in the first round, despite sustaining a knee injury in the first game.
So it came as no surprise that the Guardians were shopping for offensive power as they entered this month's draft. What may have surprised fans was the last-minute trade of long-time defensive powerhouse Arnas Petraitis to St. Louis in exchange for the number twelve draft pick, which allowed them to pick up 18-year-old center Dallas Kent, in addition to their later first-round pick, Troy Barrett, an 18-year-old forward. 
While both of these players are likely to need development before they can offer meaningful support to the Guardians' offensive lines, we should not be surprised to see them on the starting roster in September.
The Guardians weren't the only team low on goals in last season's playoffs, however. Scoring was down overall, with an average of just 4.3 goals per game. This, no doubt, is related to the massive influx of defense power that entered the league between 2008 and 2011. Perhaps, then, the Guardians' new focus on offensive strategy is just what is needed to balance the scales.










"Barrett!" Kent bellowed when he stepped into the hotel room. He had his suitcase half-unpacked on the bed nearest the window, which was usually the one Troy preferred, but he supposed it wouldn't matter. Development camp would only last a week and neither of them were going to rookie camp.
Troy lifted a hand as he hefted his bag through the door. "Hey! Kent, what's up?"
Grinning, Kent shook his head. "Living the dream, man. We're gonna tear this shit up, you know that?These college boys won't know what fucking hit 'em."
Aside from the other six draft picks, the rest of the guys at camp would be NCAA players. Troy had made a decision—or maybe it had been his dad that told him to make the decision—at sixteen to drop out of high school and focus on hockey. It was a gamble: if he didn't get drafted before he turned twenty-one, he would be out of juniors and have no real route into the MLH except maybe going to play in Europe. Getting onto an NCAA team gave a player more time to get noticed.
The gamble paid off, though. First round draft pick. His dad's friends were probably sick to death of hearing him brag about it by now.
"We're gonna dominate," Troy agreed, matching Kent's energy. He'd had a lifetime of experience studying guys like Kent, guys like his dad. They liked an echo, affirmations and agreement without additional content.
"Bro, you better bring your A-game if you wanna be on a line with me this year, though," Kent went on. "I've been nose to the fucking grindstone. I'm shooting for second line. First, if they wanna let Cohen sit shiva on his fucked-up knee."
Troy didn't know if that joke made any sense. He laughed anyway.
Kent added, "They better fucking appreciate it, too, you know? I dunno about, you, but I could have been drowning in fucking pussy since the draft. There's getting to the gym, and then there's getting to the gym when you could be getting your dick wet, you know?"
There was nothing Troy wanted to talk about less, so he steered back to something more comfortable: "Yeah, my trainer's been fucking sadistic, man. My calorie intake is so nuts to keep up, I don't even think I like food anymore."
"Yeah? Where the fuck are you putting it, squirt?" Kent snorted. He wasn't that much taller than Troy. He'd measured in at 5'11".
"Fuck you," Troy said, good-humored.





Curtis Barrett
	Curtis Barrett
	I booked a flight to Toronto for the 27th. We'll meet James McDermott for lunch, so wear some Guardians gear. He's a fan.
	You remember who McDermott is?

	Troy
	he's the mining guy right?

	Curtis Barrett
	Mineral resources. He's an investor.
	Actually you should bring him some gear. It'll be a nice touch.

	Troy
	they didnt' give me a lot of extras
	is a hat ok?

	Curtis Barrett
	Like a toque? No.
	I'll order some and you can give it to him. Just tell him it's from the team.

	Troy
	ok
	where are we meeting? they've got me on a special diet and camp starts like two days later

	Curtis Barrett
	What, they've got that team keeping kosher now?
	Could be worse, I guess. I hear they're eating sushi in Montreal.

	Troy
	haha no it's just a performance diet
	all the teams do it

	Curtis Barrett
	It's a steakhouse. Steak is in your diet, right? It's meat. You need protein.

	Troy
	I guess that's alright

	Curtis Barrett
	Of course it is.

Today, 4:10 PM
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Hockey Players' Union Negotiations Go into Overtime
By MALLORY DU MAURIER and FREDDY BLACK | AP Sports – July 29, 2013


While hockey fans' eyes have been fixed on trades, draft picks, and development camps this summer, players are watching warily as negotiations stall between Major League Hockey (MLH) and the Major League Hockey Players' Union (MLHPU). While hockey is the lowest-revenue of the "Big Four" professional sports leagues, its union is known above the rest for throwing elbows and picking fights. Failed negotiations have led to player lock-outs and canceled games in the past: 30 games in 1992, half of the 1994-1995 season, and most recently the entire 2004-2005 season was canceled due to stalemates in union negotiations.
With a new contract on the table this summer and rising tensions between management and union reps, many players are starting to wonder if we're in for a repeat. Key issues identified by team owners focus on revenue sharing, proposing to reduce player shares by 14%, and contract lengths. The union was expected to make a counter-offer last week which has yet to materialize. Sources within the union suggest general outrage at the initial proposal.










Troy felt nervous going into the draft, but walking into the Guardians locker room for the first time was beyond nerves. He kept pinching himself just to be sure. He, Kent, two other draft picks, and a handful of trades and call-ups showed up to training camp early for a tour of the facilities and introductions to various staff. Troy desperately tried to retain it all, but it felt like pouring water into a net.
Lunch, then to the dressing room, and holy shit there they were: the Toronto Guardians.
Kent seemed unfazed, strutting into the room like he owned the place, shoulders back. His eyes locked onto a target, half-dressed, and he stepped forward with his hand extended. "Cohen?" he said. "Dallas Kent. Good to meet you, dude."
Cohen looked different than Troy had expected. In press interviews, his hair was always wet or soaked in sweat, flat against his head. Dry, it was curly, fluffy, a little lighter in shade. His face was all sharp angles, and he had a lean build, despite the start-of-season bulk. If he wasn't an athlete, Troy thought he might have looked mousy, but it all coalesced into something decidedly attractive.
"Hey, rook," Cohen greeted, shaking his hand. "Welcome to the team." He peeked around at Troy then, the corner of his lips tipping up. "And Barrett, right? The winger."
Troy bobbed his head. "Yeah, that's me."
Cohen shook his hand, too, then pulled his undershirt on. "Alright, well, we'll probably be running drills together, yeah? Come find me on the ice and I'll show you the ropes." Then, without a second glance at them, he went over to a small group of AHL guys, calling, "Hey, Lawrence! I thought that was you, motherfucker. Who decided to let you in the big kids' club?"
He remembered, as he moved to his stall, that Cohen had played in the AHL for a while. He probably knew a lot of those guys. Troy wondered if he respected them more for taking the long way up.
Kent leaned over toward him, muttering, "He thinks he's hot shit, huh?"
"Uh," Troy said, glancing back at Cohen, who very much was hot shit. Probably the biggest star in the room after the way he played last year. "Yeah, I guess so."
"I bet he knows some investor's uncle or something." Kent snorted.
Troy laughed, but quietly. It was one thing to stick by a guy like Kent for cover. It was another to get caught being antisemitic toward the team's star player on his first day. "Hey, I heard the new assistant coach was working in USHL before. You ever worked with him?" he redirected as he started shucking his street clothes, eyes fixed ahead.
"Huh?" Kent had gotten down to his briefs at a startling speed. "Oh, no. He was Eastern Conference. I heard he's a real ball-buster, though."
Deciding to push back a little, Troy teased, "Say that a little louder, would you? I'd love to do bag skates on my first day."
Kent guffawed. He didn't mind a little ribbing back, then. "Shut up, cocksucker," he laughed.





Mom
	Mom
	Hi baby! I hope training camp is going great!

	Troy
	thanks mom its cool

	Mom
	You're all anyone at my book club can talk about. They want to know if there's a hockey book you like that we should read next?

	Troy
	oh haha no I can't think of one but tell them I say hi

	Mom
	I will. We're all so proud of you. I love you!

	Troy
	you too mom

Today, 9:12 PM







Curtis Barrett
	Curtis Barrett
	You got McDermott those preseason tickets, right?

	Troy
	I still need to figure out how to arrange it
	I will I promise
	sorry just been busy with camp

	Curtis Barrett
	Don't drop the ball on this. You promised.

	Troy
	I won't
	camp is going good by the way

	Curtis Barrett
	Well sure it's just training camp. You're not going to fuck that up, are you?

	Troy
	no

	Curtis Barrett
	You're going to make the starting roster, aren't you? I have some friends that want to see you when you play Vancouver this fall.

	Troy
	I mean I hope so
	I think so

	Curtis Barrett
	Good.

Today, 7:56 AM







Troy and Kent were rooming together again, had already basically agreed they would room together for road trips, since rookies had to share. It felt good, having a set friend on the team. He was getting to know other guys, too. The second round draft pick, Knutsen, was Norwegian and a solid dude who gravitated toward Kent, too. Troy suspected he was using Kent's yammering as a cover for his poor English the same way Troy was using his bigotry as a cover for being gay.
His whole life, he'd watched other men flock around his father. Troy wondered now what he was covering up for them.
There was a Newfoundlander, Dekker, who had gone back to his juniors team for a year after being drafted and was probably going to make the roster this year. He was quiet in group settings but, on the couple of occasions he and Troy ended up in conversation one-on-one, he talked about the history of ice skate manufacturing at such length and in such detail that Troy was afraid to find out what other encyclopedic knowledge might be locked up in his oversized head.
The four other rookies had clumped together, seeming less tolerant of playing audience to the Dallas Kent Show all the time.
The guys in from AHL and NCAA were older and seemed to mix with the rest of the team easier. It wasn't that the rest of the team was unwelcoming or anything, but most of them looked on at Kent's bravado with a thinly veiled amusement, some edging toward irritation, as if internally sighing to themselves, Rookies...
And the veteran players didn't seem to want to talk about anything but the union contract negotiations. Troy didn't know that much about it, other than what he'd skimmed through in his sports news feed. Some guys were doomsaying a lockout, while others insisted, no way. No way management eats the ticket sales playing chicken against the union.
"2004 was my rookie season," one of the older vets was lecturing at a bar they'd gone out to a week into camp.
Troy could only just hear him—the main table wasn't big enough for everyone, so the six rookies in attendance had been relegated to a smaller high-top table next to it.
"At least, it was supposed to be. They canceled the whole year. I was lucky to get into the AHL with how many MLH players moved down to play the minors. Half the league went to Europe."
"I'd probably do AHL," Cohen said. "Who wants to move to the other side of the world and have to come back on a few days' notice?"
"Man, fuck you," one of the guys from the AHL replied. "That means the AHL players get pushed down to ECHL."
"And ECHL can go fuck themselves," Cohen agreed.
The action at their table was decidedly less political. Marchand, one of the other rookies, had spent fifteen minutes talking himself up to finding a girl while Kent heckled him, asking what kind of virgin had trouble getting tail when he was out with the Toronto Guardians.
Finally, Marchand decided on a brunette who was standing off to the side of a pool game. He smoothed his hands down the front of his shirt, slid off his stool, and walked over. From across the room, the exchange looked polite but awkward. It ended with the girl shaking her head. Marchand turned around and began to shuffle back over.
Kent guffawed. "Look at this fucking faggot," he crowed. "How do you fumble a girl that ugly?"
As soon as the words left his mouth, though, he was flying backward from the table, his stool clattering to the ground, and it was Eli Cohen with his hands clenched in Kent's hair and the back of his shirt. He hauled him across to the main table and slammed him onto it face-first, the other players reeling back, grabbing their drinks. One beer toppled over, and the mess of it began sliding across the wood.
"Listen up, rook," Cohen barked. "I get that you were hot shit in Bantam league or wherever the fuck they dug you out of, but you're on my team now, and I'm sick of hearing your fucking voice."
Kent heaved under him, snarling, "Fuck you!" The spilled beer had reached his hair.
"Fuck me?" Cohen shoved him into the table again. "You're a fourth line fucking nobody, you got that? You talk when I say you can."
The other older players were all looking on with expressions that ranged from scandalized to delighted, but no one looked like they were going to intervene. Troy sure as hell wasn't going to.
Cohen released him, let him stand up, and when Kent made to take a swing at him, he stepped back and made a quick gesture. One of the veteran d-men grabbed Kent by the arms. Once he was restrained, Cohen got in his face. "This isn't fucking Mean Girls, Lindsay Lohan, and I don't want to hear shit from you until you've got a backhand my grandma couldn't block. Oh, and when you're in the locker room? You're at fucking work, so act like it." He made a shooing gesture. "Go home."
As the d-man and one of the other guys started steering Kent to the door, Cohen turned his gaze on the table of rookies, his lip curled.
Troy realized, distantly, that he was half hard.
"And you fucking worms," he said. "If you're gonna sit around and listen to someone calling your teammate a fag, try not to drool on his fucking cock while you do it."





Dallas Kent
	Dallas Kent
	bro can you believe that bullshit?
	where are you I'm waiting outside
	are you fucking serious?
	barrett get the fuck outside now
	big mistake dude

Today, 10:44 PM







Kent was over, obviously. Still on the team, still Troy's roommate, still an unavoidable presence, but whatever concealing aura of confidence and heterosexuality he'd offered before was now inadequate. He'd been furious when Troy returned to their room last night and had left without saying a word to Troy before camp in the morning.
It made for an awkward day of training, which Troy spent every spare minute of trying to decide the right move for this situation. He tried to talk to Cohen during recovery time, climbed into the ice bath next to him with a friendly smile.
Cohen raised a judgmental eyebrow at him, then got out of his bath and walked away.
Fuck. This was going to be harder than he thought. But maybe in front of the team wasn't a good idea anyway, so Troy got dressed as quickly as he could at the end of recovery and lingered in the shade outside the back door until Cohen emerged.
He gave Troy a withering look, then walked past, calling, "Are you stalking me or here to fight for your boyfriend's honor?"
Troy jogged after him. "No, sorry, I just wanted to tell you I thought it was really cool what you did in the bar last night."
Cohen stopped and turned, the corner of his mouth curled into an unpleasant smile. "Oh you thought it was cool? You, the fucking hyena yucking it up at every word out of that weasel's mouth?"
Right, he'd expected this. Had to explain himself. "I mean, I didn't really—he's my roommate, you know? He's been my roommate since development camp."
"So you're just Mr. Nice and Agreeable, huh?" Cohen challenged. "You're so nice and agreeable you gotta play nice and agree while your friend does everything short of call me a kike, is that it?"
Troy's mouth dropped open, the blood draining from his face. He had not expected that. "No, I—I didn't..." he stammered.
Cohen laughed. "Oh, you didn't think I knew about that, did you? Trust me, he's not the first and he won't be the last. And you're not the first to sit around quietly not agreeing with it. Doesn't make you any less of a piece of shit."
He took a deep breath, let himself feel properly ashamed as he said, "I'm sorry. You're right."
Shaking his head, Cohen said, "Look, I get it, okay? You decided he was the biggest monkey in the jungle, and I just knocked him out of the tree. Now you wanna follow me around." He clapped a hand on Troy's shoulder, holding him at arm's length. "We're not fucking animals, Barrett. Get a personality."
The back door opened behind him. Troy looked to see the goalies heading out, immersed in conversation and apparently uninterested in them. When he turned back around, Cohen was walking away again.
Troy fidgeted with the hem of his sweatshirt, debated giving up and going back to the hotel. Then he thought about sitting in that hotel room with Kent ranting about how unfair it was that nobody had stood up for him, that Troy was a coward for not jumping into the so-called fight.
He ran after Cohen again and fell into step with him.
"Oh my god," Cohen groaned. "Take a hint, kid."
"It's not the monkey thing," he insisted. "I mean, not you. Kent, sure. You're right. In juniors, I figured out that if I hang out with the guys that make fun of people, I'd get made fun of less. But that's shitty, I get that, okay? It's, like, cowardly and stuff. I don't want to do that here."
Cohen sighed. "Good for you," he deadpanned. "Sounds like you're really growing as a person. Someday you'll write a touching memoir about it."
Troy said, "The thing is, if I'm gonna learn how not to be a coward, I should hang out with people that are brave, right? And that was fucking brave, calling Kent out like that."
"It's not brave to knock around a rookie. It's practically child abuse."
He didn't know how to respond to that other than whining that he wasn't a child, which Troy knew was the most childish thing he could do. Instead, he asked, "So where are you going?"
Cohen turned to stare at him, wide-eyed, jaw tight. "Home," he practically yelled. "Without you!"
"Well, are you hungry?" he pushed. "We could get something to eat. My treat."
"You know I make more money than you do, right? Like, a lot more. If plan B of your genius social strategy is buying friends with Daddy's money, you might want to think again."
Troy's face went hot. Something about the way Cohen said the word Daddy made something twist low in his gut. "I'm not," he protested. "I'm just trying to be nice. Like, apologize."
A hand waved carelessly near his face. "Okay, okay. You said you're sorry. Stop following me home, you little creep."
"It's just..." Troy cut himself off. He was about to remind Cohen that he was going back to a hotel room with Kent, but was probably more putting stuff on him than actually trying to make things right. Troy stopped walking.
Cohen got a few steps ahead of him, then slowed and looked back. He sighed. "I'll see you tomorrow, Barrett."
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Family Legacy: Eric Gardonyi's Son Expected to Join Boston Raiders Roster
By TIM GIBBS | Boston Herald – August 29, 2013


If you tune into an MLH game this year and see a player named Gardonyi in the goal, you might be forgiven for wondering if you've been transported twenty years in the past. For those of my generation who grew up watching MLH games in the late eighties and nineties, Eric Gardonyi of the Chicago Warriors was a legend in the net, a behemoth who ruthlessly defended his crease against pucks and players alike.
Most notably, when the Warriors won the Stanley cup in 1997, Gardonyi broke the record for the most shutouts of any goalie on a playoff run, with four games ending scoreless for his opponents, and made the second highest save percentage for a playoff year.
Now, it looks like his son, Cory, is ready to carry on the family legacy in the goal. Cory Gardonyi was drafted by the Boston Raiders in 2011, returned to his USHL team, the Madison Capitols, for one year, and performed well with the Boston AHL affiliate in Providence last year.
I reached out to Eric Gardonyi to ask what it means to him to see his son carry on his legacy:
"It's all I ever wanted for him, you know? Playing with the Warriors was the best years of my life. Cory grew up sitting in those stands, watching my games." Gardonyi, who now coaches goal in Las Vegas, got misty-eyed as he recalled his glory days. "Of course, we both hoped he would make the roster sooner, but times have changed. They put goalies out later now."










Troy had a problem, and its name was Eli Cohen.
The humiliation over practically following the guy home had set in about halfway back to his hotel, and he'd tried to back off after that. Sharing ice and a locker room, of course, made that difficult. Having eyes also made it difficult.
The next afternoon, the forwards had done a shootout as practice, and Cohen kicked all their asses like it was nothing. After Kent took his last shot, Cohen called, "What did I say about that backhand, rook?" and Troy got so hard so fast, he was pretty sure his dick had bruised itself against the inside of his cup.
That night, he had a vivid dream in which he was sucking Cohen's dick in the Guardians shower room, Cohen critiquing his technique the whole time, and then he could hear his dad's voice in the changing room outside. Horrified, Troy tried to pull off, but a hand held him in place, and Cohen simply leaned out the doorway and yelled, "What the fuck are you doing here? Get out of my fucking change room, you worm!" and went right back to fucking his face.
And, of course, Kent noticed in the morning. Wouldn't shut up about it for half the morning, Troy being so hard-up from never getting laid that he was humping his bed in his sleep, and he didn't directly accuse him of dreaming about a guy, but the implication had been buried somewhere in the question, "Who were you dreaming about, Sleeping Beauty?"
It was punishment, he knew, for falling out of line. For not laughing at his jokes anymore. But the dream itself and his whole new, inexplicable obsession with Cohen, that was punishment, too. Divine punishment for hiding in Kent's shadow in the first place.
He avoided both of them, as much as he could. He'd found a group of AHL guys that let him hover at the edge of their conversations but didn't pay him much attention, didn't bat an eye if Kent shoulder-checked him on his way past, playing it off as a good-humored joke.
Most of those AHL guys were probably going back down to the minors this year. Troy didn't know what the hell he'd do once that happened. He almost hoped he got sent back to his juniors team, but his dad would be fucking intolerable if he did. Then again, maybe the union negotiations would fail, and they'd all go to the AHL.

A body dropped onto the bench next to his.
Troy had been lost in his head, shoes on but still untied. Maybe he was killing time so he wouldn't be around Kent for the walk back to the hotel. Maybe he was just spiraling out. The change room was almost empty. He looked over, a stab of quiet panic at the sight of Cohen. He was freshly showered, curls hanging heavy around his ears and forehead and neck, and his shirt was slightly wet, clinging to his chest.
Maybe Troy could go play in Europe.
"Fine," Cohen said, "you can buy me dinner."
"What?"
Cohen looked at him like he was an idiot. He always did. "You look like you just found out they canceled Christmas, and you've been looking like it all week. So, if it'll make you stop making that face, you can buy me dinner with your daddy's money."
Troy opened his mouth to insist that wasn't necessary, but it was actually sort of an awkward thing to refuse, wasn't it? Refusing to buy him dinner after he'd offered. So he said, "Okay. Where do you wanna go?"
"Not a restaurant," Cohen answered, breezy. "I'm beat. Let's get takeout and go to my place. You can have a night off from your nightmare roommate situation."
All Troy could think was that this was the next stage of his punishment: a situation with a million secret traps, ways he could humiliate or, worse, out himself.

The apartment building was down at the Harbourfront, probably ridiculously expensive, but when they stepped inside and Cohen directed him to the kitchen for drinks, he disclaimed, "The friend that helped me find this place had a lot of fucking notes about the kitchen being out of date. I just bought the place last year, so I haven't gotten around to doing any renovations. It's close to the arena, though, and the view is fucking sick, so who gives a fuck?"
Troy had to agree. One whole wall of the living area was windows, open to the waterfront to the south and a glimpse of the CN Tower to the north. It was the sort of place he'd like to live in some day.
They'd picked up Chinese, Cohen insisting he knew all the best places in the neighborhood, and this one was his favorite. They spread the food out on an artful wood coffee table. Cohen grabbed a container of sweet and sour chicken, then settled cross-legged on the couch, fished into it with chopsticks, and said, "So tell me more about why you were hanging out with Kent. You said something about getting bullied in juniors."
It was a fucking interrogation. Troy took a slow breath and retrieved his shrimp fried rice. "Um, yeah. I guess the first year was pretty tough. I got traded, and I just figured... well, I didn't want it to happen again. One of the guys on the team kind of reminded me of my dad, and he's kind of..."
"Kind of like Kent," Cohen suggested. "An asshole?"
"Yeah," Troy agreed.
Cohen made a thoughtful hum as he fished out another piece of chicken.
Troy ate his food, uncomfortable in the silence. He thought about suggesting they turn on the TV, but he didn't know if that would be rude.
When Cohen finally asked, "What did they make fun of you for?" he was so relieved that he'd said something he almost didn't feel anxious about the question itself.
"I dunno, normal stuff? You're from the US, right? Do guys in juniors there just call everyone faggots and girls and piss on their feet in the showers and stuff?"
Hummed agreement. "Never got my feet pissed on, but basically, yeah," he agreed. "But, like you said, it happens to everyone, so I think a lot of guys don't worry about it too much." Then he locked eyes with Troy and said, "Y'know, unless they're queer."
Troy's shrimp almost came back up. He swallowed hard and asked, "What?" Then, more forcefully, "What the fuck, man? Weren't you just yelling at Kent for talking like that?"
Cool as a cucumber, Cohen said, "I'm not talking like Kent."
"You called me queer."
Cohen tipped his head from one side to the other. "More like theorizing," he said.
"What the fuck are you theorizing about?" Troy demanded, face going hot. He set his food down.
"Shower boners," Cohen replied, easy as anything.
Troy's heart was going to fall out of his butt. "What?"
"I mean, I never saw you get one, but I know what it looks like when a guy is covering one up."
"Why the fuck are you looking at my dick in the showers? Maybe you're queer!" Before he knew what was happening, he was standing,
Cohen sighed. "Don't do that."
"Don't do what!"
"Don't try to loom over me. You're like three feet tall."
"Fuck you!" He snatched a box of rice off the table and chucked it at Cohen's stupid face. It bounced off his chest and fell, rice spilling onto the couch.
Cohen set his chicken aside and stood. He wasn't that much taller than Troy, but he was bigger in the shoulders and he—well, he loomed. Stepping forward, he caught Troy by the shoulder and shoved him back past the couch, three steps to the wall, and pinned him against it. Leaning in, his nose inches from Troy's own, he murmured, "See, I had a feeling. You act like you're some helpless victim cowering behind the bad man, but you're a little shitbag, too, aren't you?"
Troy's voice caught in his throat, an awkward sort of hiccup, as he choked, "Fuck you."
A long moment passed, Cohen's eyes flicking over his face. Then, oh-so-slowly, they slid down and fixed on Troy's crotch where, he realized with horror, he was getting hard in his shorts. Cohen looked back up at his face and smirked.
Jesus. Jesus Christ, he was fucked. Cohen fucking hated him, and now he knew Troy was gay. This was his fucking nightmare. "Please don't tell anyone," he whispered.
Cohen's expression softened, just for a second. And then he kissed Troy.
It was hard, demanding, his lips sweet from the chicken, his tongue sliding past Troy's lips before he had really processed what was happening, and Troy noticed Cohen pressing closer before he registered that he was the one that had tugged him in by the hips, a whine he didn't recognize slipping out of his own throat. Cohen's hips met his own, and, god, he was hard, too. Troy's jerked against him, an unconscious movement, seeking, and suddenly too much.
Oh fuck. Oh god. No, no, no.
Troy tried to pull away, but he was against the wall, and it was too fucking late. The orgasm ripped through him so fast and mortification chased it out before it had even begun.
Cohen pulled back, eyes wide, darting down between them. "Did you just...?"
"Oh my god," Troy mumbled, squeezing his eyes shut. "Oh my god, I'm so sorry."
The breathless laugh that met him only sent him deeper into misery, but then a hand cupped his cheek, oddly affectionate, and Cohen said, "Oh, honey." He pressed a chaste kiss to the corner of Troy's lips. "Hey. Open your eyes." When Troy did, the expression looking back at him was sweeter than he'd seen on Cohen's face before. He smiled and said, "Sorry, this isn't how I was supposed to do this."
Troy's brow creased. "Supposed to do what?"
Cohen stepped back, leaving Troy slumped against the wall, come cooling in his shorts. He said, "I won't tell anyone. You're safe. You're not alone. There's sixteen hundred guys in the AHL and MLH, and some of us are queer. There's nineteen of us that know each other. Twenty, if you're in."
As subtly as he could, Troy pinched himself. Just to check. Then he asked, "If I'm in what?"





The Tennis Club
	Cohen
	guys this is troy barrett
	hes here in toronto with me

	Barrett
	hi?


[image: A trading card with the figure blacked out. All the info is just question marks. In the pokémon font, it says 'who's that baby gay']

[image: Being 18 years old, Troy still has a very youthful face. He has dark hair in a bit of a classic Bieber cut, blue eyes, and pale skin. He has chihuahua energy. It’s not that he’s violent, it’s just that it’s a world full of big concerns and he’s 5’8”.]
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    A note on timeline: in reality, the NHL had a major lockout due to stalled union negotiations in the 2012-13 season. This did not work with my timeline, and since I am the master of my own universe, the negotiations are happening in 2013.
Mock based the news article formatting on an actual 2013 Yahoo Sports page because she is extra af.
Feel free to come chat on tumblr with luulapants or mock!


  


      

  












      Chapter 12: McGee
  


    Chapter Summary

    Fall 2013. The MLH lockout.



    Chapter Notes

      This chapter is a bit longer than usual, but you will see why! There is also lots of beautiful art by mock-speed, so be sure to click on those drop-downs and ogle the fake advertisements.
As mentioned in the previous chapter, in real life the NHL had a lockout over union negotiations in 2012, but I shifted that back a year.
Spoiler content warning for sensitive topics:
	Content notes for the cautious
	CLICK HERE

McGee is struggling with drug addiction, so there is discussion of addiction and drugs, as well as Ilya's mental health struggles. There is also a description of serious injury.


Finally, luca-haas on tumblr has created this INCREDIBLE this interactive map of player locations. luca-haas, I apologize to you in particular for what is about to occur.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






            [image: McGee is a ginger, but he keeps his hair short and filled with product to make it look darker. Dying it would be trying too hard. He’s freckly and has a set of features that make him look sort of permanently upset — distinct, sharp eyebrows with a natural downturn and a pouty mouth.]        
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McGee
                    a.k.a. "Micky"                  




                San Francisco Mission

San Francisco, CA, USA              

                                                	#30                  	RW                
                                  	 6'1"                  	 209lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	June 1985,  Richmond, BC, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2008, Spyrou                  
                              


                catch doesn't mean fucking RECRUIT YOU MANIAC              







The lady at the front of the room burst into tears for the tenth time, took an eternity composing herself, then whimpered about her family abandoning her after she smoked meth on Christmas. "That's what finally shook me out of it," she said. "Like, 'if a tree falls in the woods,' you know? I was hurting myself, and there was no one around to see it happen."
Micky slouched in his folding chair. His phone was tucked next to his thigh, subtle, but a guy across the aisle was giving him the stink eye. Paulsen had posted a bunch of vacation photos on Instagram. Most were of the kids, kitted out in outdoor gear, holding fish half as big as they were, grinning like maniacs. There was one of Paulsen and his ex-wife, him at the steering wheel of a boat, her arms draped over his shoulders, cheek pressed to the side of his head.
Picture fucking perfect family.
His phone buzzed once in his hand, a news alert dropping over Allie's face. Micky could only read the word LOCKOUT before a notification from the encrypted chat overtook it. Micky tapped the innocuous shield icon and typed his password while the woman up front burst into tears again.





The Tennis Club
	Villa
	holy shit its really happening
	https://sports.yahoo.co...major-league-hockey-lockout-confirmed-09092013.html

	Lorenzo
	those fucking idiots

	Gardonyi
	how long do they think itll go on??

	Casey
	my moneys on a while. theyre miles apart on terms.

	Hollander
	does everyone know where they're going?
	Marty and i are getting assigned to the AHL

	Lorenzo
	everyone under 25 goes to AHL

	Cohen
	im over the age limit but they said theyd still dress me

	Vrubel
	goalies too, age limit does not apply to us
	i will be in san diego

	Eastman
	ya and now im probably getting busted to echl u fucks
	in fucking texas

	Archer
	where in texas?

	Eastman
	allen??

	Archer
	thats a dallas suburb
	im staying in town to work on sponsorships and with the union
	you can stay with me if you want

	Casey
	is that a good idea?

	Archer
	sure why not?
	people know im friends with micky
	we say he asked me to

	Eastman
	oh thats awesome thanks??

	Martin
	casey where are you going?

	Casey
	europe. still talking to a few teams. hunter price berg and i are trying to coordinate something close.

	Barrett
	do i go back to juniors??

	Hollander
	the team has to approve it but they usually do yeah

	Rozanov
	dani is getting bumped from ahl

	Lorenzo
	what???

	Danilov
	not a big deal
	like vrub said goalies all go to ahl so columbus goalies are going to cleveland
	i will go to khl

	Hunter
	no no no wait you dont have to go to russia
	the swiss teams are signing people
	theres tons of options in europe

	Danilov
	it will look strange and tanya expects it
	it is fine only until lockout ends

	Price
	im sure itll be over soon dani <3

	Cohen
	wait micky what about you?







His phone buzzed again, repeatedly, a call from Addams on the screen. Mr. Stink Eye upped his game as Micky slid out of his seat and retreated to the hallway to answer.
"Hey, Coach. I just saw."
Addams asked, "Where are you?"
He glanced through the window of a Sunday school classroom as he began pacing the length of the basement hallway. "NA meeting."
"Good. That's good," Addams said. He was a big believer in this bullshit, religiously checked the signature sheet that proved he was going to meetings. He'd been the one to drop Micky off at rehab back in June. "I want to talk about your lockout plans."
Micky bristled. "I don't think you're allowed to do that, Coach."
Addams sighed. "I can't tell you what to do," he agreed. "If you want to go to Europe, I can't stop you, but I don't think it's a good idea. That sort of shakeup, the lack of stability... Anyway, for what it's worth, I think you should take the time to focus on recovery. Think of it as a gift, you know?"
A gift. A gift to sit at home, no hockey, no Tennis Club, nothing to do but scroll Paulsen's stupid Instagram and piss himself off. Micky said, "Yeah, alright. I wasn't really feeling Switzerland anyway."
"You'll still need to buy ice time, of course. Keep up with training," Addams said.
"I'm on it, Coach. Don't worry about me."





The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	the europe situation is settled
	casey and i signed to the same team

	Martin
	swiss??

	Hunter
	german, schwenningen
	its in the south so itll be close to berg and price

	Berggren
	we are going to switzerland marty!
	different teams but both near zurich
	it will be a very easy drive for visits for all four of us

	Casey
	im actually excited. maria's visiting with both kids next month

	Hollander
	price how are you feeling about the flight?

	Price
	berg is flying with me
	ill be okay <3







Micky spent a few days pacing his apartment, working out, flipping through every channel on his TV, scrolling Instagram—Paulsen's, yes, but also Casey and Berggren now they were in Europe—and staving off the urge to do something drastic and destructive, like throw furniture off the roof.
Or, well, the obvious.
The third night, he went to a club. Bought some coke, then sat at the bar thinking through what would happen after he did it. His teammates were either in Europe or preparing to move to Worcester. With no AHL team in town, none of his friends would be visiting any time soon. He didn't even think he'd get papped. All eyes were fixed on the lockout.
It was like the crying lady at the meeting said: if Henry McGee does drugs in a club in SOMA and nobody's around to get mad about it, is he even high?
So he left. Went home, stashed the coke in his toiletry bag, and booked a flight to Boston. Rozanov had been fun to party with before the ketamine incident spooked him, and Micky had it on good authority that he'd blown up his thing with Hollander before he went to Russia for the summer. If anyone was going to be down for some bad decisions, it was him.





Rozanov
	McGee
	hey youre still in boston right







No response.





Gardonyi
	McGee
	hey you and roz are still in boston right

	Gardonyi
	ya why

	McGee
	im coming over
	do u know if hes home

	Gardonyi
	ya im here with him
	what do u mean ur coming over
	r u in boston

	McGee
	ya be there in like 20

	Gardonyi
	bro??







Eastman was at Roz's place, too, apparently, because he opened the door. Instead of letting Micky inside, he stepped out and shut the door behind him, hissing, "What the hell are you doing here?"
They hadn't seen one another since Micky caught the kid a year ago, their one frantic hookup before Easy got shipped off to the east coast. He'd filled out in the chest and shoulders since then, maybe grown an inch.
"Visiting," he said. "Let me in."
"Did you tell Roz you were coming?" he demanded.
Micky rolled his eyes. "He likes surprises. He'll be happy to see me, I promise. Why are you being fucking weird about it?"
Very quietly, Easy said, "Roz isn't doing too good."
Which he'd sort of suspected, but the way the kid said it gave him pause. "Like what?"
"Like we can barely get him out of bed. Gordy and I have been sitting on him and begging him to eat for three days. He's a fucking zombie. We don't know what to do."
Jesus. Mentally postponing his club drug meltdown, Micky nodded at the door and, more seriously, repeated, "Let me in."
Roz was on the couch in front of the TV, his expression hollowed-out. His eyes dragged up as Micky walked in. He muttered something in Russian. Looking to Gordy, parked in an armchair, he demanded, "Did you call him?"
Gordy held his hands up. "Don't look at me. He just showed up."
"What the fuck are you doing here?"
What the fuck was he doing here? Dropping his bag, Micky crossed to the TV and shut it off. "Rookies, give us the room." When they just stared, he gestured at each of them and snapped, "Children! Leave!"
They left.
Micky sat on the coffee table. Roz looked fucking exhausted in a way he almost recognized from his own mirror in rehab. "Are you on something?" he asked.
Roz sneered, "No, I am not 'on something,' Mick. That is your thing."
"Well, you look like shit." He leaned back on his hands. "This about Hollander?"
"Fuck Hollander," he muttered. "Who gives a shit about Hollander?"
"Last I checked, you do."
Roz muttered something else in Russian and rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling instead of Micky. "My life is going to shit."
He'd fallen out of the loop of all but the most headlined club gossip between playoffs and rehab. "Alright. Give me the list," he prompted.
"My brother is piece of shit," Roz said.
"Old news."
Roz's jaw worked, then he admitted, "I was cruel to Price. Yelled at him. Said something I should not say. Now he is in Europe."
"He'll forgive you," Micky said, no hesitation. "You know him. You know he will."
A shrug. "Probably. Don't know if I deserve it." He closed his eyes and took five slow, deliberate breaths, like he was counting them. Then he said, "I don't think Dani is coming back from Russia."
He may as well have kicked Micky in the stomach. "What?"
A tear slipped from the corner of Roz's eye. "He was already talking about going back after this season," he croaked. He wiped at his face and sat up, hunching forward, his back to Micky. "He is stuck in AHL and after this year, he has to go on waivers if they call him up. They will stop calling. It is not enough money, and his wife is angry."
"Fuck." He rubbed at the back of his neck. "We gotta be able to figure something out, right? Like, if we pull in Archer and Hunter and shit? Or maybe he can get a coaching job?"
Roz shook his head. "You think I did not tell him all this? He is giving up. And once he is back there..." His next few breaths shook. "Being there is difficult for us both. I don't know what will happen to him if he stays. They made a new law, made it illegal to be gay, basically. And I will never talk to him again, probably."
He'd been prepared for a messy breakup, moping, self-pity. This was way heavier. Micky shifted onto the couch and wrapped his arms around Roz from behind. Held onto him because he wasn't sure what else to do.
"And now I have to go play in the fucking minor league in fucking Rhode Island," he went on, "which is not a fucking island! So why do they call it that? And pretend I give a shit about any of it while I have no idea if he is okay."
Micky squeezed tighter.
"Say something," Roz demanded.
"Like what?"
"Like 'everything will be okay' and you will magically fix it all."
He couldn't tell from the tone if Roz was scoffing at the idea of such platitudes or begging for them, but he decided it didn't matter that much. "Sure," he agreed. "Whatever. I'll fix everything."





Kowalski
	McGee
	what do u know abt jack dalman and eddy pope







Villa
	McGee
	tell wallski to check the app







Vrubel
	McGee
	what do u know about jack dalman and eddy pope

	Vrubel
	the goalies ahead of danilov?
	theyre both solid which is why hes stuck but dalman has a shoulder issue which is why he gets called up so often

	McGee
	shoulder issue someone might retire off of?

	Vrubel
	no hes young enough to work through it
	might need surgery eventually i think but not serious

	McGee
	and pope? hes perfect or something?

	Vrubel
	hes very good. was sort of shit at first but he got a new trainer a few years ago. there was a lot of talk about it back then







Kowalski
	Kowalski
	dalman is cool hes really into bull riding machines lol
	he always wants to go to this cowboy bar when theyre in phoenix

	McGee
	and pope?

	Kowalski
	really intense he kinda freaks me out haha
	his team likes him tho his stats r crazy good
	im gonna beat him this yr tho!!

	McGee
	lol i hope so







"Roz, what the fuck have you been teaching these two?" he groaned as Gordy pushed his wrists into the mattress and rutted against his ass.
He and Easy were an almost terrifying duo: outrageously codependent with a well-practiced sexual dynamic that was as fascinating as it was hot. Gordy had a big fucking cock and seemed to mostly put it wherever Easy told him to. A year ago, Eastman was a mega-virgin, anxious and over-eager. Went off like a rocket the second he got his dick in Micky's ass. Now he was conducting foursomes like a coach calling changes in play during practice.
"Gordy, put your fingers in his mouth," Easy said, rude. Hot, too.
"I did not teach them this," Roz insisted, breathless on his back as Easy worked himself onto his cock. "I don't know how this happened. I think maybe Marty's fault."
Roz had resurfaced, little by little, which Micky figured was mostly down to him shaking up the dynamic. Easy and Gordy were too anxious about Roz's sudden crash, and their tip-toeing let him sink into it further. Micky tried not to treat him differently, and it was probably hard to be too depressed while watching him get mauled by a couple of rookies.
"I'm surprised they're not all over each other," Micky commented later that night. There was only one spare bedroom, so he'd been sleeping with Roz, the terror twins the next room over. "How are they gonna function with Easy in Dallas?"
"They don't like to fuck each other that much," Roz yawned. "They seem more to like fucking someone else together. I think probably they will be very annoying apart, but Archer is getting the more scary half. It will be funny to hear about, I think."
He smiled, rolling onto his side away from Roz. A moment later, a warm body pressed against his back, an arm snaking around his waist. Knees tucked into the back of Micky's. "Maybe you will go with him to Dallas," Roz suggested. "You cannot come to Providence. We will be in hotels at first."
Micky tried to remember the last time he'd let someone hold him like this, though he knew the answer was almost certainly Paulsen. Maybe he was hoping there was some interloper he'd forgotten about, but no. Paulsen. Their last night together back in March. He tugged Roz's arm up to his chest so he could hug it. "Nah," he said. "Toronto next."
"Cohen?" Roz sounded surprised. "His rookie is in Vancouver already if you are wanting to meet him."
"Toronto's playing Cleveland next week," he explained, and felt Roz go tense behind him. "Gonna see if I can convince Cohen to take out one of their goalies and make it look like an accident."
Roz sat up. In the dim red light from the alarm clock, Micky could only just make out his expression, eyebrows pressing toward his hairline. "You have to be joking but I don't think you are joking," he said.
Micky grinned up at him. "I told you I was gonna take care of it. Dalman's got a shoulder issue. Maybe we push up his surgery."
"You are insane. If anyone found out you were arranging something like that..."
"Yeah, and if anyone found out you had your dick in me today, it'd probably be just as bad. We just make sure nobody finds out, right?"
His face tipped heavenward, throat working. "Is a shitty thing to do, hurt someone on purpose."
"We hurt people on purpose all the time in games," Micky argued. "It'd be shitty letting Dani get stuck in Russia, too. And, you know, whatever. I'm a shitty person. Who gives a fuck if I do it? It's just down to convincing Cohen."
Roz finally looked at him again. "Please be careful. You know, if you are caught, it isn't only no more hockey that is the risk. You can go to prison for hurting another player on purpose this way."
"And you can go to prison for being gay in Russia, right?"
He nodded.
"Okay, so, fair trade."





The Tennis Club
	Hollander
	barrett kal how is your camping trip going?

	Lorenzo
	omg wait what
	who let that happen
	barrett are you alive

	Kallio
	The weather is a little poor but we are having fun!
	IMG_6542.JPG

[image: A photo of grey woods in a daytime downpour. The trees are all leafless and the ground is an orangey brown from fallen trees. In the middle distance Troy Barrett stands hunched over in the rain, his back to the camera. ]


	Williams
	rook blink twice if you need help

	Hunter
	kal please dont give the baby pneumonia before the season starts

	Kallio
	His phone got wet so he can't answer, but he is being a good sport.
	Barrett is from this area, so he is good in this environment.

	Cohen
	does barrett still count toward my catch stats if he dies in the first year







He bought Cohen Chinese from his favorite place down the block, which they ate on the couch directly from takeout containers. Micky hoped it would put him in an agreeable mood, but this was Cohen, after all. Agreeable wasn't really his deal.
"The last time I got food from them," Cohen shared as he set his now-empty container aside, "Barrett chucked some of it at me."
"Yeah? How is the runt? Surviving Kal?"
Cohen fished his phone out of his pocket. "Mm, he sent me a picture from their camping trip before his phone died." He tapped a few times, then showed Micky the screen:





Barrett
	Barrett
	you have to get me on the ahl
	please
	i dont care how

	Cohen
	oh youre not enjoying nature??
	i fucking warned you idiot

	Barrett
	im gonna die out here man
	IMG_0242.JPG

[image: A selfie of Troy Barrett, dripping went and standing in front of a grey tree, expression distraught. His hand obscures the left third of the photo. ]


	Cohen
	nice knowing you i guess







"It's cute he's still messaging you," Micky teased.
"No it's not." Cohen cringed as he set his phone aside. "He's got a crush on me."
Micky guffawed at that. "Oh god, he's pulling a Cohen on you."
Cohen's brow pinched. "The fuck does that mean?"
He batted his eyelashes, pitched his voice into a falsetto and crooned, "Oh, Berg..."
"You fuck!" Cohen kicked him in the thigh.
"When I get on the Nomads, I'll be Berg's perfect little wifey..."
He was expecting it when Cohen launched himself across the couch for a tackle, but the angle landed off-center and knocked him onto the floor, Cohen on top of him, grabbing at his arms, trying to pin him while Micky shoved back and kept running his mouth, "Bergy, you're soooo handsome!"
One of Cohen's hands covered his mouth, so Micky licked it, which elicited an outraged shout that dissolved into laughter. He managed to hook a leg around Cohen's hip and overbalance them sideways, rolling on top, snagging one of Cohen's wrists and pinning it to the rug.
"My beautiful Swedish future husband..."
Cohen got him by the back of the neck with his free hand, surged up and kissed him. "Do you ever shut up?" he complained, but as soon as he released Cohen's other hand, he was reaching between them, stuffing his hand down the front of Micky's shorts.
So he sprang the idea after, while they were still sprawled on the rug, panting with their dicks out.
"Are you out of your fucking mind?" Cohen said, but he was too fuck-drunk for it to sound harsh. "I'm not gonna assassinate a goalie for you or whatever. That's sociopathic."
He rolled his eyes. "Oh my god, it's not like you're gonna kill the guy. Just whip a few pucks at him as hard as you can, you know? That's basically what a goalie is there for anyway. Besides, it's not for me. It's for Dani."
"No fucking way." Cohen tucked his dick back into his shorts. "If that's all you came here for, fuck off. I'm worried about Dani, too, but I'm not gonna get myself suspended or worse."
"You're so fucking boring." Micky pulled his shorts up, too. "Come on, I've taken a goalie out, and all I ever got was an 'atta boy.'"
"You didn't hurt him on purpose!"
Micky shrugged. "No. I just wanted to get the puck in the net, and I didn't care if it had to go through him to do it. Just think about it, okay? Just make some hard shots, see what happens."





Eastman
	Eastman
	whats archer into
	like sex wise
	like what gets him going u know

	McGee
	hes not gonna fuck u ur too young

	Eastman
	well ya thats what he keeps saying so
	gotta up my game right

	McGee
	do u and gordy have a bet going or something
	whoever fucks the most club members wins

	Eastman
	come on hes the only guy im gonna see until the lockout ends
	and hes hot af
	and hes MARK ARCHER
	i literally jacked off to his sports illustrated issue when i was 16

	McGee
	which was how long ago? lmao

	Eastman
	give me something!!

	McGee
	ugh fine
	archers not that complicated tbh
	wait til he has a couple drinks and slut it up at him
	hes not the king of willpower just wear him down
	he usually tops and hes an egomaniac so if u do the doe eyed gee mr archer it might work

	Eastman
	i can do that

	McGee
	can u tho







Cohen was a dead end, clearly. A dead end with a tight ass, which Micky hung around for a few days to enjoy, but a dead end nonetheless.
He went to the Toronto-Cleveland game, which was much better attended than usual, thanks to the lockout, and Vrubel was right: both of the goalies were solid. It made sense, Columbus making the trade for Dani when they did. Usually, if a goalie got injured, a team had to call up some kid still on his entry-level contract. Dani was in a unique position in the league: an older, well-developed player who had played less than 5 seasons and few enough MLH games that they could bounce him up and down between leagues without putting him through waivers. Until next year, that was.
Trading him made the most sense, Micky figured, but there was no knowing if they would do it this year, wait until summer, or wait until they needed him one last time and actually put him through waivers. It didn't sound like Dani would wait around to find out.
Cleveland had two home games coming up against Rockford, so Micky booked a flight to Chicago, drove a rental car two hours into the cornfields, and got a room in a two-star Hilton knockoff next to a Walmart, which was about as nice as it got out there.
"I'm a defenseman," Lorenzo said after Micky had sucked his dick in an attempt to smooth over the request. "What the fuck do you want me to do to a goalie? Shoot him dirty looks from across the ice?"
Micky rolled his eyes. "Just, like, keep an eye on them, alright? See if you can go out for drinks with them after the game, get some dirt on them."
Instead of getting annoyed or arguing more, Lorenzo leveled him with a sad, thoughtful look and tugged him up by his elbow until Micky was laying half on top of him. He smoothed a thumb under Micky's eye, and he knew what he was looking for. Redness, blown pupils, that sort of bruised look he used to get under his eyes. He wouldn't find any. "I'm worried about Dani, too," he said. "I guess I'm just kind of surprised you're so intense about it."
"I told Roz I'd take care of it," he explained, "and what the fuck else do I have to do?"
With a diplomatic sort of air, Lorenzo replied, "I guess it's nice you have a hobby."





Hollander, Martin
	McGee
	hey ur in cleveland this weekend right

	Martin
	yes why?

	McGee
	i think one of their goalies is shady
	been hearing some weird shit
	if u end up hanging w them can u let me know what u find out

	Hollander
	is this about your plan to kill a columbus goalie

	McGee
	fuck who told you

	Hollander
	Yams

	McGee
	WHO TOLD YAMS







It occurred to him that Yams was exactly the sort of person that might know damning gossip about one of the Cleveland goalies. Plus, he needed to get the fuck out of Rockford and had time to kill before he headed up to Vancouver for Cleveland's next away game. If he spent too much time with Kallio, Micky knew, he would probably resort to murder-suicide, and he didn't want to do that to Barrett.
He flew into Philadelphia and did another excruciating two-hour drive to the middle of nowhere, though at least Pennsylvania had hills and trees and shit. Yams was on a bus from Scranton when he arrived, so Micky broke into his townhouse and helped himself to the fridge.
Around eleven at night, the front door opened and quiet footsteps approached the living room. Micky made no move to turn off the TV, but he looked up, curious what was about to round the corner. It was Yams, of course, the butt end of a hockey stick held over one shoulder like a baseball bat.
"Alright," Micky drawled, "I guess that's a decent threat."
Yams lowered the stick. "How the fuck did you get in here!"
"Back window. Screen's broken, by the way."
"You fucking asshole," Yams griped. He tossed the stick aside and crawled onto the couch, right on top of him. He reached across to turn on the lamp, then gripped Micky's face in both hands and inspected it the same way Lorenzo had done, but much more obviously.
Micky swatted his hands away. "I'm sober. Jesus."
Yams grinned. "I mean, everyone said you were, but..." He shrugged. "If you're here to tell me to kill the Cleveland goalies, we're not scheduled to play them this year."
He had questions he wanted to ask, but now Yams was on top of him, unfairly attractive, and giving him that Sixteen Candles Jake Ryan smile, so he went off-script. He'd get to his questions later. "What if I'm just here to fuck?"
"Well, then, don't I feel special?" Yams climbed off and pulled him to his feet. "Come on, I haven't gotten laid in two months. I'm not fucking you on the couch." But instead of dragging him straight to the bedroom, when Micky stumbled into him, Yams wrapped an arm around his neck, drew him in for another kiss, and said, "I'm really proud of you."
"Shut up," he mumbled.
Another kiss. A laugh. "No."





Price
	Price
	hey i heard youre on some sort of world tour??

	McGee
	lmao idk if id call it that
	im in hershey pennsylvania rn

	Price
	ok well if you wanted to make it a world tour we all get a week off at the beginning of november
	the four of us are gonna shack up at casey and hunters place in schwenningen

	McGee
	idk if casey would be ok with that

	Price
	let me worry about casey :)

	McGee
	lol for real?

	Price
	ya we want to see you
	im feeling left out!!

	McGee
	ok fuck it
	lets do it

	Price
	awesome! where are you off to next?







Vrubel's rental in San Diego was all windows, sunshine streaming across the bed as Micky fucked his face in long, slow thrusts. He had one hand braced on the headboard, the other tangled in Vrub's hair, one of Vrub's fingers up his ass and it was—god—it was fucking perfect.
"M'gonna come," he mumbled, legs starting to go shaky. He pulled out, because he didn't trust himself not to collapse and puncture Vrub's esophagus on accident, and jerked off onto his chest instead.
Micky collapsed sideways, his legs still draped over Vrub's stomach, and glanced down to see the wet under his calf was also come. "Did you jerk off or was it just that good for you?" he teased.
Vrub pinched his thigh. "Ten minutes," he declared. "Ten minutes afterglow before you start running your mouth, okay?"
He hummed. Drifted off in the warm wash of sun. It wasn't him that broke the peace anyway.
"How long are you staying?" Vrub asked.
Micky didn't open his eyes. "Why, are you kicking me out?" He'd only arrived yesterday.
"If you stay too long I will."
"You don't have another away game until next week. I checked."
Vrubel sat up, knocking Micky's legs askew, and when he opened his eyes to glare, Vrub was staring with a careful sort of expression. They saw each other a lot in a normal season. Micky knew exactly what this was. "I'm not going to play house with you, Mick," he said.
Micky rolled his eyes and kicked him, lightly, in the stomach. "Oh my god, relax. I'm not gonna fall in love with you, Vrub. You're not that interesting."
"Okay, I am just saying, with Spyrou gone, and now Paulsen..."
It stung, but he took it. "What, you think you're next in line?" he snorted and rolled off the bed, scratching his nuts. "Get over yourself, dude. You're a half-decent lay and a really good cook. It was between hanging out here and putting up with Kallio's crazy ass." Micky headed into the ensuite, determined to get in the shower whether Vrubel followed or not.
He followed. "And what are you expecting Kal to do about the Columbus goalies anyway?"
Subject change. Classic.
"I was looking at Pope's stats," Micky said as he stepped under the water. "Looks kinda shady to me, you know? Starts with a new coach and all the sudden he's a brick wall?"
"You think he's doping." Vrub bullied his way into the shower and under the water, which was fair. He was the most covered in come.
Micky shrugged. "Sure. Testing protocols are shit. Easy to get past, low chance you'll get pulled for random testing. But maybe Kal says he saw something, tips off someone on his AHL team..."
Vrub shook his head. "And he gets twenty game suspension, which doesn't help Danilov long-term."
"Twenty game suspension from the MLH," Micky argued. "That's in addition to the suspension he'd get from the AHL. Dani would get to come back for the rest of the lockout, probably, and be called up for the first twenty games after it ends. That's long enough to shake things up."
"And what if he's not doping?"
Micky didn't want to think about that. He nudged past to get at the water again. "Then I'll figure something else out. Maybe Hollander will kill him for us."
Vrub looked like he wanted to say something else, but he bit his tongue. If there was one thing Micky could rely on him for, it was not digging in too deep. He didn't know the whole story, but Vrub had been hung up on one of the guys that retired in 2007. Swore to never love again, pretend he didn't have feelings—that kind of bullshit. Micky almost regretted it, almost wished he could talk to one of the few people that knew what it was like. Mostly, he felt grateful that he wouldn't have to.
"What are you making for dinner?" he asked, pleasantly entitled.





Kowalski
	Kowalski
	hey i heard ur trying to take out a cleveland goalie

	McGee
	maybe
	why u got something for me?

	Kowalski
	like what

	McGee
	like information babe

	Kowalski
	oh
	no
	but can u nto do anything to dalman pls? i like him

	McGee
	pope is fair game tho?

	Kowalski
	i mean prob its not fair but
	i hear hes a dick so







Kallio, like always, was a fucking lunatic, and Barrett looked like he had PTSD about it already.
McGee had two days one-on-one with him, willingly looking at pictures of trees on Kal's slide projector partly because it was, at least, an inside activity, but also because he was afraid Kal would bust out the Clockwork Orange eyelid holders if he refused. They also spent a lot of time fucking, because it wasn't looking at pictures of trees.
He could have killed a day or two visiting his parents in Richmond, only an hour away. Honestly, though, that sounded worse.
Barrett showed up on day three, drove three hours down from Kelowna as his juniors team went into their fall break.
"You know you could just not come down here, right?" Micky mentioned late that night after Kal went to bed. "I heard the camping trip wasn't exactly fun for you."
Barrett glanced in the direction of the bedroom, though it was upstairs and well out of hearing range. Also, Kal slept like the dead. "The camping sucked, but Kal's alright," he insisted. "He's... weird, yeah. But who else am I gonna hang out with while I'm out here?"
Micky almost suggested his team, his friends, but he knew what the kid meant. Once you had a taste of it, of not hiding, everything else felt like a badly acted commercial. Straight hockey player, now available at Target.
"Plus, I wanted to meet you," Barrett added.
"Yeah, I guess you've only met Cohen and Kal so far," he realized.
Barrett frowned. "Well, yeah, but also you're... you. You're a really good player."
It shouldn't have caught him off-guard. Micky was a good player. Not like Archer or Hunter, the established, veteran stars or like Roz and Hollander, the hot new generational talent, but he'd been a first round draft pick, had been on first line in San Francisco for five years. The fans liked him. He just usually wasn't getting attention for his game was all. Not unless he fucked up.
Deflecting, Micky said, "Jeez, you're not gonna get all star-eyed on me, are you?"
Barrett flushed and ducked his head. "No. God, nothing like that."
"Good. I'd feel guilty letting you suck my dick if you did."
His head jerked up, eyes wide, face bright red now.
Micky laughed and backtracked immediately. "Relax, kid. I'm just fucking with you."





Kallio
	Kallio
	I've been spending a lot of time with Pope. I talked with him about his trainer and everything. If there is anything shady going on, it would be very hard to prove.
	I'm sorry. I know that's probably disappointing.

	McGee
	nah i appreciate u checking it out
	ur a real one kal







Schwenningen was the kind of European that people liked to call 'quaint.' Micky traveled in the summers often enough, but usually to somewhere with a beach or a club scene or, ideally, both. The Black Forest wasn't exactly on his bucket list.
"This house is weird," he announced as Hunter led him through to the bedroom he'd be sharing with Berg. "It's like halfway between Ikea and grandma's house."
Hunter shot him a look that was more fond than annoyed. "They were all kind of like this," he replied, his tone admitting that it wasn't his style either. He stopped outside one of the doors in the upstairs hallway. "It'll be a little crowded with all five of us."
The door sprang open, and suddenly he had two hundred pounds of Swedish defenseman draped over his back. Berg crowed, "Good thing we don't mind getting cozy!"
Micky pretended to stagger under the weight, though he and Berg were about the same size, groaning before dramatically collapsing into Hunter, who fell back against the opposite wall with a grunt.
"Get off me, you idiots," he complained.
From the stairs, a deep voice called, "You better not be putting holes in the walls already!" The stairs creaked an announcement, and then Casey emerged through the doorway, almost smiling.
Sandwiched between Hunter and Berg, Micky went still. It had been more than a year since he and Casey saw each other off the ice.
"Hey, Mick," he said.
Berg got off of him, pulled Micky upright. "Hunter, let's get lunch started," he said, obvious, and the two of them could only barely squeeze past Casey to get down the stairs.
"Hey, Case," Micky said once they were gone.
"You look good. Everyone keeps saying you're doing okay."
He rubbed the back of his neck. "You surprised?"
"Yeah."
"Okay, well, fuck you." Micky turned and headed into the bedroom only to get caught by his elbow, spun back around.
Case was close now, looming over him, which was annoying. Micky wasn't short. "He'd be proud, if he knew," he murmured.
Micky looked away. "What the fuck do I care?"
The walls weren't very thick. Downstairs, he could hear Price, Berg, and Hunter chatting, dishes clinking. A big hand chuffed him on the shoulder, gentle. "We're good," Casey said. "You and me? Let's just be good. Clean slate."
His eyes burned unexpectedly. Micky had never had a clean slate with Casey, not since the day he joined the club. He was the reckless mess that almost got himself outed, the one Spyrou had to save. He'd been a mess when he joined, miserable and ungrateful and unwilling to say he'd done anything wrong, getting caught with a guy like he had. He still didn't think he'd done anything wrong.
And Casey—well-behaved Casey who had been in the club for five years already, six years younger than the next oldest when he joined and the cautious, well-behaved protege of the club's founders—he'd hated him from the start. That was his fucking welcome to the club. Here's your community, your fucking safety net, and one of them hates your guts.
"Why now?" he asked, voice too thick.
Casey sighed. "What else are we gonna do, Mick? Come on, we got a week to spend together. Let's just see what it's like."





Gardonyi
	Gardonyi
	hey i know its kind of a crazy plan but like
	did u figure anything out w the danilov thing

	McGee
	still working on it
	why

	Gardonyi
	roz is crashing again like the start of the season
	im trying really hard to keep the coaches from noticing

	McGee
	fuck how bad?

	Gardonyi
	he called out of practice this week
	said he had the flu but i went over and hes not sick
	hes just yknow

	McGee
	is he saying anything about it

	Gardonyi
	no he just keeps saying hes fine or doesnt feel good
	or wont say anything
	its kind of freaking me out

	McGee
	fuck just keep an eye on him ok?
	im in europe rn or id come
	if it gets too bad get archer to come in







What it was like, for the most part, was fine. They couldn't really go out. It was a small city, a hockey town, and the MLH players in from North America were pretty big news. The house had a private patio, but other than that, they stayed locked away. Price, for one, didn't mind. He painted his fingernails baby blue on the first day and was pleased that he got to leave them like that all week. Micky let him do his toenails the same color, just for kicks.
The five of them were a tight squeeze in the weird German grandma house with its modern furniture and outdated wood paneling. Even the living room was hardly big enough for all of them. The one night they felt motivated to all fuck in the same room, they had to put the coffee table in the kitchen. Price and Casey tried to share a bed the first night, but they were both too big for it, so Casey went to Hunter's room and Price got a bed to himself.
The last night, Berg and Hunter headed upstairs early to fool around while the rest of them watched a weird German reality TV show no one understood. Then Price yawned and headed off.
The show ended, and he was suddenly alone on the couch with Casey. Micky cleared his throat. "We should probably go to bed."
They headed upstairs. Hunter's door was closed, he and Berg still going at it, from the sound of things. Price was in his room. "You think they did it on purpose?" Casey asked.
Micky huffed. "Probably." He shrugged. "I can crash with Price."
"Nah. Come on."
They didn't do anything. Maybe it would have felt less intense if they had, if it was just fucking around. Instead, they stripped to their underwear and got under the covers, lay on their sides facing each other.
Casey whispered, "How are you doing, really?"
"I think I'm mostly trying not to think about it," Micky admitted.
"It's not just about Paulsen, is it? You were having problems before. With the drugs."
He closed his eyes. "Yeah. I dunno. I think it's just everything." His life. The way they had to live. The suffocation of it all. "Paulsen helped, but... I mean, it was never about him."
"My mom used to say it was like being out in the cold." In the dark, he couldn't make out Casey's face. "You got a book of matches. You oughta save 'em for when you've got what you need to make a real fire, but you're freezing right now and there's no wood around. Might never be any wood. So you just light one, just for a few seconds of warm. Just to get you through 'til you can find some wood. And then you don't find any, so you light one more. Next thing you know..."
"I never knew..." Micky didn't know what was okay to ask. He knew Casey's mom was dead, but nothing else. "What happened to her?"
It took Casey a long time to answer, his voice raw. "She was sick a long time. In a lot of pain. The doctors didn't take her seriously. Gave her pain pills, let her get hooked on them but never did anything for the pain. So then she had to get off 'em, but it was hard 'cause she was still hurting the whole time. Turned out to be an auto-immune thing, but by the time someone finally paid enough attention to figure it out, her whole body was shutting down."
The picture he painted was more gruesome than whatever sad little rich boy bullshit Micky had been on for the past few years. "I'm sorry," he offered.
A hand found his in the dark. "I just know it's hard to get clean when you're still in pain, you know? So that's why I'm asking."
Micky moved blindly until he was in the circle of Casey's arms, face pressed to his warm, hairy chest. "I'm not hurting right now," he said.





Archer
	Archer
	im heading to providence
	gordy told me a little but i want your take on the roz situation

	McGee
	hes upset about a lot of stuff but the way hes reacting is some brian wilson shit

	Archer
	like depression?

	McGee
	im no shrink but ya

	Archer
	do i need to go hide the razorblades or something?

	McGee
	i dunno
	hopefully no but

	Archer
	got it







He landed in Montreal at fuck-ass-o'clock in the morning, but Martin still insisted on picking him up from the airport. Hollander would have, he explained, but he was too recognizable. "I still have my place in Laval, so we have been staying there," Marty explained on the drive, the sun just peeking over the horizon. "It was an easy story last year, for why I stayed at his place in the city so often, and now it is convenient for him to stay with me."
"How's Hollander doing?" Micky asked, clinging to his airport coffee. "I heard last season ended kind of dicey."
Marty made a regretful face. "It was my fault," he sighed. "I thought he would be excited for Roz to finally talk to him about things, but the timing was all wrong. He was mad at me for weeks, but we are alright now. He and Roz, though..."
"They haven't met up this year, have they?"
A shake of the head. "We do not play Providence this fall. Different divisions. Hollander tried to message a few times to apologize, but Roz will not answer" He dithered, then carefully asked, "So... how is Rozanov?"
"Bad," Micky answered, "but it's not just about Hollander. The Danilov thing, mostly. The fight he had with Price. The lockout. I think it's just a lot all at once. I'm kind of really worried about him."
"We heard a little bit about it," Marty murmured. "I was hoping it was an exaggeration."
By the time they arrived, Hollander had breakfast and coffee waiting for them. He and Hollander didn't get along that well, honestly. The guy was awkward, intense, had a bit of a stick up his ass. Sort of a mini Casey, though Micky might have to reevaluate that as a metric. Micky got a real hug from Marty once they were safely inside, a fist-clasp-shoulder-bump from Hollander, no eye contact.
"I'm not gonna take out a goalie for you," Hollander said once they'd settled at the table to eat.
"Chicken shit," Micky accused.
Hollander rolled his eyes. "It's a terrible plan. First of all, the chances of actually landing a hit that would take him out long-term are really low, even for me."
Even for me, he said. Hollzy was such a low-key asshole, and nobody else noticed. It made Micky like him just a little more.
"Second, how long would it actually take him out? The end of the lockout? The end of the season? What you did to that Phoenix goalie was a one-in-a-million fluke. Recovery times for that kind of injury aren't usually that long, and if they have a goalie recovering from an injury, it actually makes it less likely that they trade Danilov."
And then Hollander, the maniac, took out a legal pad with 'Reasons for Trades' written at the top in blocky print, a long list already written below it.
Marty smirked.
"Holy shit, you're really working on this, huh?"
Hollander blushed, eyes fixed on the notepad. "Danilov shouldn't have to stay in Russia," he said, firm, then less firmly added, "And I..." He chewed his lip. "I want to do this. I want to help, if I can."
He was doing it for Roz.
"Anyway, the best shot we have at getting Danilov back is for Columbus to either trade him or one of their other goalies. Danilov could try to stonewall them, say he won't play unless they trade him, but it doesn't sound like he's willing to do that. And obviously there's no trades allowed during a lockout." He shook his head. "One of the other goalies would have to do something bad enough that the team would want to trade them, but... I mean, they're both really good. You don't trade away a good goalie over just anything."
Micky's eyes scanned over Hollander's list, catching on items like morality clause and salary cap. "Listen, if anyone would have figured out how to get traded for bad behavior by now, it's me," he joked. "I've done just about everything but get arrested."
"I don't know if it's gonna happen," Hollander said, regretful, as something heavy sank in Micky's gut.
 

 
Micky sat in the spare room in Marty's house, running his thumb along the seal of the tiny bag of coke. He'd completely forgotten it was in his toiletry bag while he was in Boston. It had been well hidden in the bottom of his deodorant stick, but it had still been a stupid thing to forget. He'd taken five international flights with it on him.
Eyeing the contents, he decided that it wasn't enough.
Laval was playing Cleveland on home ice tonight, then both teams would get on the same commercial red-eye flight to Cleveland for a rematch tomorrow. Instead of going to the game, Micky went to a club. He hadn't been out since before he went to Boston, but he knew the shape of the space like an old friend. Could spot a dealer through strobe lights and fog machines.





Hollander
	McGee
	message me when u get off the ice

	Hollander
	hey whats up

	McGee
	do u really wanna help dani

	Hollander
	yeah of course

	McGee
	meet me in the park across the street from the arena

	Hollander
	we're leaving for the airport in an hour

	McGee
	10mins tops







Hollander had a toque pulled low over his ears, and he was wearing Marty's jacket instead of his own. "What the fuck are you doing out here?" he hissed as Micky waved him into the cover of some trees.
Micky pulled his jacket open, flashing him a glimpse of the coke he had tucked inside.
"Jesus fucking Christ!" Hollander whispered, glancing around them. He shoved at Micky's shoulder. "What the fuck is wrong with you!"
"It's for Pope," he explained, then watched as Hollander put together what he meant.
He shook his head. "No. No way. That's fucked up."
"You're getting on an international flight," he said. "It's a big deal, but he'll get charged in Canada. It won't be the end of the world for him, okay? If Dani goes to prison in Russia, though?"
Hollander looked petrified.
"I'll tell Roz you did it for him," he offered.
Taking a step back, Hollander scrubbed his hands over his face and made a soft, agonized noise. Then he seemed to pull himself together and reached out. "Fine. Okay, I'll do it."
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Columbus Locusts Goalie Charged with International Drug Smuggling
By FREDDY BLACK | AP Sports – November 19, 2013


Authorities in Montreal have filed felony charges against Edward Pope, starting goalie for the Columbus Locusts. During the MLH lockout, Pope has been playing for their affiliate, the Cleveland Monsters, alongside several of his teammates from Columbus.
Late on the evening of November 15th, the Monsters left a 5-2 loss against the Laval Rocket, Montreal's affiliate, and arrived at Montréal-Trudeau International Airport to head home for a rematch. Before the team could board the flight, however, police arrived at their gate and placed Pope under arrest after airport security discovered 100 grams of cocaine in his luggage.
While charges are pending, Pope is required to remain in Canada. The Cleveland Monsters have suspended him indefinitely and are now attempting to recall their usual starting goaltender, Kirill Danilov, who signed a short-term contract with the KHL at the start of the lockout.










Cleveland came to Laval again at the end of the month. Danilov stepped through Marty's door, said nothing, and hugged each of them in turn. When he got his arms around Micky, he squeezed so tight his ribs ached. Dani was definitely crying, but none of them dared point it out.
He nodded once, said, "You should not have done that," then hugged them again.
Micky followed him back to Cleveland for a week, made sure he had his head on straight. Being in Russia had rattled him, clearly, but he was playing it close to the chest.
He stopped off in Hershey again, made sure Yams knew the stakes and wasn't running his mouth about the whole thing. Everyone had to know, of course. It was too neat, too perfect. But, by silent agreement, nobody was talking about it.
Then back to Providence, where Roz tackled him the moment he got in the door and kissed him stupid and actually cried when he mentioned, as obliquely as he could, that Hollander made it happen. "Fuck," he muttered, wiping at his face. "Fuck. You tell anyone about this, I'll kill you."
Five days in Dallas, where Eastman and Archer had definitely fucked at least once, but it had left the two of them atrociously awkward. Normally, he might have poked at the bruise for his own amusement, but, feeling magnanimous, Micky instead inserted himself as a buffer between the two of them, for whatever that was worth.
Micky was in Tucson for Christmas, doing a workout with Villa and Wally, when the news came down.
"Holy shit," Villa said, eyes fixed on his phone. "They settled."
Wallski, on the exercise bike, furrowed his brow. "What?"
"The contract negotiation," he said, grinning. "They settled it. They're gonna recall us all back to our teams. We'll be back in Phoenix before New Year's."
Micky dropped off the pull-up bar, his arms suddenly gone rubbery. "Shit," he said. "I guess I gotta go home."





Casey
	McGee
	ru awake
	cmon pls

	Casey
	sorry just woke up. whats up?

	McGee
	i fucked up

	Casey
	have you been up all night?

	McGee
	ya
	i fucked up

	Casey
	used?

	McGee
	ya

	Casey
	ok. it happens. its not good but it happens. it doesnt mean youre back at square one alright?

	McGee
	ok
	im playing tonight

	Casey
	can you get to sleep now?

	McGee
	ya i think im crashing

	Casey
	get some sleep. play your game. we can talk tonight.
	who in the club do you see next?

	McGee
	dani next week

	Casey
	alright thats good. get some sleep micky.







Coach Addams clocked him the minute he walked in the door. "Micky," he said, and jerked his head toward his office.
He didn't even have the energy to put up a tough front about it. Micky followed, waited for the door to close, then whispered, "I was doing really good, Coach. I swear."
It didn't even give Addams a chance to look mad. His face crumpled into something regretful instead.
"The whole lockout," Micky insisted, and he heard his voice break as he thought about those months he'd spent away with his people, with his friends. For months, he hadn't even wanted to get high. Barely thought about it. His chin wobbled. He fought back the burning in his eyes. "I was doing really, really good. I don't know what happened."
Addams sighed and set a hand on the back of his neck. "Do I need to scratch you?" he asked.
Micky shook his head, adamant. "It's not that bad. It's not like playoffs. I'm good. I can play."
The hand on his neck squeezed. "We're getting seventeen days for the Olympics in February," Addams told him. "We can get you back into rehab. Can you wait that long?"
"Yeah," he agreed, clearing his throat, pulling himself together. "I got this."





The Tennis Club
	Hollander
	who else is watching mickys game

	Price
	me holy shit

	Gardonyi
	i was in the other room wtf happened

	Barrett
	why isnt he getting up

	Martin
	he got checked over the board
	just fell

	Price
	is that blood

	Williams
	just switched over holy shit
	i cant tell what theyre doing

	Eastman
	fuck im on my way home rn whats happening

	Hollander
	thats a lot of blood

	Cohen
	no no no no

	Barrett
	why arent they putting him on the back board

	Cohen
	idk

	Hollander
	where the fuck is the blood coming from

	Danilov
	im watching now
	are they doing chest compression

	Gardonyi
	no i dunno what theyre doing

	Rozanov
	why are they doing it on the ice

	Martin
	fuck camera panned away
	what just happened

	Williams
	did he just die

	Danilov
	what do you mean over the boards

	Williams
	did i just watch him fucking die

	Gardonyi
	no no way hes not dead

	Rozanov
	dont say that

	Eastman
	wtf is happening

	Cohen
	dani it was by the bench where theres no glass
	he folded forward over it

	Price
	it looked awkward

	Hollander
	theyre not clearing the arena
	if he was dead theyd clear it right

	Eastman
	are the announcers saying anything

	Williams
	nothing useful
	just panning around the fucking crowd

	Rozanov
	commercial
	it went to commercial

	Gardonyi
	what does that mean

	Price
	idk

	Barrett
	theyll take him to the hospital right

	Martin
	of course they will

	Cohen
	i feel sick

	Danilov
	does anyone know someone on his team

	Eastman
	what the fuck

	Danilov
	anyone have mickys phone number??

	Rozanov
	paulsen would
	anyone have paulsens number

	Gardonyi
	what do we do

	Hollander
	back from commercial
	they said he went to the hospital

	Williams
	did they say he was alive??

	Rozanov
	they would say if he was fucking dead yams
	they would cancel game

	Barrett
	would they?

	Hollander
	yes they would

	Rozanov
	see mr hockey nerd says so

	Vrubel
	i just saw
	i texted their backup goalie
	won't hear back until after the game of course







The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	i heard when i got off the ice
	do we have any info?

	Williams
	no

	Rozanov
	do you have paulsens number

	Hunter
	no
	casey might we just played

	Casey
	i dont

	Danilov
	does anyone know if he has family

	Williams
	his parents are in vancouver
	theyre not close

	Cohen
	what the fuck are we doing
	we dont even have his phone number

	Gardonyi
	this is fucked up

	Rozanov
	nobody will know to tell us if he is okay

	Casey
	jesus christ

	Williams
	what if he dies
	nobody knows hes ours







The Tennis Club
	Vrubel
	urbonas texted back
	hes in surgery

	Hunter
	thats good thats good news

	Vrubel
	i think so

	Archer
	berg and i just got off the ice
	what the fuck guys

	Eastman
	dont watch the replays
	i shouldnt have watched them

	Cohen
	in surgery is good news

	Gardonyi
	did they say what its for

	Vrubel
	not yet







The Tennis Club
	Villa
	we just finished playing were heading home
	lorenzos with us
	hes still in surgery?

	Hollander
	yeah

	Villa
	its been hours

	Casey
	surgeries take time

	Kowalski
	im seeing stuff online that the blood was from broken ribs

	Berggren
	based on what?

	Kowalski
	i think just what happened
	like doctors on twitter n stuff

	Vrubel
	urbonas says his lung collapsed

	Williams
	jesus christ i cant read this rn
	someone dm me if theres an update







The Tennis Club
	Kallio
	I'm sorry I had my phone off before my game.
	Do we know anything?

	Villa
	no

	Rozanov
	do you have paulsens number

	Kallio
	No.

	Lorenzo
	im not gonna be able to sleep tonight

	Martin
	me either
	i cant stop crying

	Hollander
	i'm supposed to play a game tomorrow
	how am i supposed to act normal after this

	Cohen
	i dunno but ill be glad to see you after

	Gardonyi
	i just wish i could do something







The Tennis Club
	Casey
	https://www.espn.co...ry-mcgee-injury-01022014.html
	hes alive







  
    Chapter End Notes

    Hi! Please don't kill me! But feel free to come chat on tumblr with luulapants or mock!


  


      

  












      Chapter 13: Spyrou
  


    Chapter Summary

    A retired player returns to help McGee through recovery.



    Chapter Notes

      Thanks for your patience as real life so rudely interrupted my very important writing. I've been so so excited for this chapter, and I hope you are too! As one might expect, there will be a bit of medical stuff in this chapter, so consider this a warning for that.

I want to give another shoutout to tumblr user luca-haas for taking on the WILD task of the last chapter and doing a brilliant update of the this interactive map, which includes Micky's world tour!!

Finally, a shoutout to the lovely talented jennisaisquois who is working on an incredibly ambitious podfic of this fic.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






            [image: Spyrou has a broad face with heavily textured skin and five o'clock shadow. He has dark, steely blue eyes and short dark hair that is starting to go grey. He's leaned in like he's about to give something hurtful to you 100% straight. ]        
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Spyrou
                                      




                Retired

San Francisco, CA, USA              

                                                	#51                  	LW                
                                  	6'1"                  	203                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	May 1973,  Jersey City, NJ, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       divorced (Sandy) with one daughter (Hannah)                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English, Greek                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      San Francisco Mission (MLH); Philadelphia Rush; St. Louis Jammers                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	Founder                  
                              


                              







It didn't take much doing, getting access to the hospital. Greg still knew most of the guys on the team and he was an accomplished liar. A couple phone calls, shoot the shit. What took more doing was shoring up the vineyard for a while, making sure his managers knew who was in charge and what to call him for and what to leave him alone about. He'd only be an hour and a half away, could run back up if there was an emergency, but Greg would rather not be distracted all the time.
This was going to be tough enough as it was.
So he got in a few days late, unannounced. The team was away on a road trip, so there was nobody to talk past except the front desk. He found the room and slipped inside.
Henry McGee lay limp on a hospital bed, the mattress elevated, covered in a blanket to the neck, bruises peeking over the top of it. His face had taken a beating, too, probably from falling: both his cheekbones purple, the whole left side of his face swollen in various gruesome shades. It had been five years since they last saw each other in person, but Greg didn't need to remark on how Micky had grown since then. He'd been watching.
When the door shut behind him, Micky's eyes blinked open, more alert than he'd feared, though he looked around the room, confused. His voice wheezed, short of breath, when he asked, "The fuck are you doing here?"
"I called," Greg told him. "You too good to answer your phone?"
"Been busy. My, uh, my chest kind of exploded. Dunno if you heard." Struggling to get his words out and still a jackass. Some things never changed.
"You scared the shit out of me, watching you go down like that." He'd watched the game with his daughter, Hannah. Had one hell of a time explaining away his catastrophic reaction.
Micky shifted a hand out from under the blankets, reached for him.
Greg went. Took his hand.
Tears brimmed in Micky's eyes as he stared up, a miserable sort of loneliness that Greg remembered well from their brief, too-intense year together. He'd hoped he would outgrow it.
Swiping a thumb gently under one of his eyes, Greg murmured, "You're alright. I can stick around, if you want. I got nothing but time for you, baby."
For a moment, Micky looked like he would really cry, but then a woman's voice in the hallway drew his attention away. He sniffed, muttered, "Fuck," and let go of his hand to wipe his own face. "Okay. Play along," he instructed.
The door opened a moment later, an older red-headed woman with a full face of makeup and a skirt-blouse combo that struck him as too dressy for a hospital. She had a cell phone in hand, mouth open as if about to speak, but she stopped short when she saw Greg. "Oh," she said. She put the phone away. "Hello."
"Greg," Micky said, as if it wasn't the first time he'd ever called him by his first name, "this is my mom, Cathy. Mom, this is Greg." And then, without missing a beat, he took Greg's hand again and added, "My boyfriend."
Greg kept his face carefully neutral. Playing along. What the fuck.
Cathy's jaw dropped open, over-plucked eyebrows arching skyward. She looked between the two of them, seeming horrified at Greg's appearance, though whether it was his gender or age, he couldn't tell. "Henry, are you... is this a joke?" she asked.
"No," he said, and then with a deep, dramatic sincerity that Greg prayed was an act, "Mom, this is me."
He looked at Micky to avoid looking at his mother and bit the inside of his cheek. This kid had been a lunatic since the day Greg met him, and apparently nothing had changed. He was seriously coming out to his mother now?
"Henry." Cathy made his name sound like a scolding. "This is one hell of a thing to spring on me."
Micky gave him an imploring look, meant to look lovesick to her, most likely, but which Greg interpreted as, say something, you fuck.
"Sorry," Greg lied, "I got here as quick as I could, but I was overseas for work. I didn't know how quick I could make it back. It's nice to meet you."
She did not return the sentiment. Cathy touched a cross pendant at her throat and murmured something silently to herself. Greg was never planning to come out to his own parents, assumed they would react similarly. It made him feel sick to think about.
"Mom, nobody knows," Micky said, visibly cowed, voice shaking. God, was he going to cry again? "If you're not okay with it... I guess you should go."
"I can't go," she snapped, just as teary. "You're in the hospital."
"I got him," Greg told her, and he meant it sincerely. He wanted this woman out of here and away from Micky now. "You go. I'll take care of him."
Cathy nodded, looking away from them and blinking back tears. "Fine," she whispered. She retrieved a bag off the chair by the bed. "Fine. If that's what you want, I'll go." She shook her head and cast one more woeful look at her son. "I really... I can't believe this, Henry. We can talk more about this when you're well." She slipped back out of the room.
As soon as the door shut, Micky slumped back on the bed, the tears in his eyes nowhere to be seen, and sighed, "Thank Christ. I've been trying to get rid of that bitch for days."
Greg whipped around to stare at him. He shouldn't have been surprised. "Are you fucking joking? You just came out to your mother, what, because she was annoying you?"
"Relax," he wheezed. His eyes slid shut. "If she makes a thing of it, I'll tell her I was just trying to get rid of her. She'll be pissed, but she'll want it to be true, so..."
He ran a hand through the Micky's hair before he could think better of it. He probably shouldn't be so familiar with him after all this time. The kid he'd left five years ago pulled the same shit: talked about the painful stuff like he didn't care, used cruelty and shock to chase people away. The kid five years ago had been terrible at it, though. The person in front of Greg wasn't a kid anymore, and it seemed like he'd perfected the art.
"I guess this means you want me to stick around," Greg presumed. "Unless there's someone else coming to take care of you."
Micky shook his head. "You offered," he said, blissfully entitled.
Greg smiled. "Alright. When do you get to go home? Did they say?"
"Tomorrow morning probably." He shifted the blankets aside, then the hospital gown to reveal a tube running out of the right side of his torso, below the armpit, which led down to the side of the bed. "Gotta get this fucker out first." All around the tube, his body was violently, vividly bruised. Farther down on his ribs, a puckered line of stitches arced up into the cover of the blanket.
Eyes fixed on the mess of it, Greg dragged a chair over and sat. "How close did you come to dying out there?" he asked.
The blanket lowered. "I dunno," he evaded. "Does it matter?"
Greg's checked the door, then leaned in and kissed him, hoped that was answer enough. It was barely a brush of lips, but when he pulled away, Micky's eyes had gone hazy.
"Tennis Club still going?" Greg asked. At the quiet nod of agreement, "You tell them all you're okay yet or are you dodging their calls, too?"
Micky looked away, which was answer enough.
"Where's your phone?"





The Tennis Club
	McGee
	hey guys this is greg spyrou on micky's phone

	Villa
	um???

	Hunter
	relax hes cool
	spyrou is a retired club member

	Vrubel
	holy shit spyrou its nice to hear from you
	how is micky

	Lorenzo
	oh thank god
	hi nice to meet you
	thank you for messaging us

	McGee
	he's pretty beat up. we're in the hospital. he's trying not to fall asleep. probably gets to go home tomorrow. i yelled at him for not giving you an update.

	Price
	thank you! tell him we love him!!

	Rozanov
	will he recover okay?

	Williams
	omg hi remember me??
	rookies etc spyrou is the guy that caught micky

	Danilov
	thank you for being there for him we have been worried

	McGee
	hold on
	how many fucking people are in this chat now?







Greg had one night to get Micky's penthouse ready for him. Had to buy special pillows to keep him elevated at night, a shower chair, an oxygen monitor. The list of things Micky couldn't do for the next few weeks far outstripped the things he could. So it wasn't until late, trying to get to sleep in the guest room, that he had time to really spiral out.
Twenty people.
It wasn't all that many, and it was an unfathomable number. When this all started, it was him and a couple guys he'd been fucking and a couple of guys those guys had been fucking. They hadn't meant for it to become some sort of institution. It was a joke, almost. Sure, I know that guy. We're both in The Tennis Club. Even after they found little Liam Casey, twenty-one, a lost lamb that needed someone to show him the ropes, then one of them traded to Nashville and started fucking Niklasson, so they had to bring him in until he retired—it just felt like people he knew.
Twenty people.
And some big fucking names, too. Pahlke had been the most well-known of them back then, just a second-line d-man, but he played for Jersey through two cups in the late nineties. Archer and Hunter, sure, they were already making waves when they were caught. But Rozanov? Hollander? That was a lot of heat. A lot of media attention. A lot to lose.
Twenty people.
He slept like shit, got up early, and headed back to the hospital to collect Micky before the team medical staff started sniffing around wondering if someone besides his mother might have taken him home. The Mission were on a road trip for the next two weeks, so at least they didn't have the coaches or other players to worry about.
"Coach Addams has been..." Micky wheezed as he allowed himself to be maneuvered from a wheelchair into Greg's SUV, "...up my fucking ass..."
"I hope not literally," Greg commented, low under his breath though the hospital staff watching the transfer were standing back, trusting a man of his build to do the job. "You tell me we've got coaches in the club, I'm gonna head right back in there." He thrust a thumb at the hospital. "Check myself into the psych ward."
Micky made a sound that was maybe laughing, but it mostly sounded painful and resolved into a grimace. He looked even less happy when he buckled his seatbelt for him, not that he could twist like that in his state. Greg brought one of his own shirts for Micky to change into, since they said he needed something loose-fitting. It surprised Greg how warm he felt to see him in his clothes.
As they headed out, he confessed, "I'm still bugging out about how big the club is. You know the most we ever had was eleven—or I think maybe twelve, right before I left. But we had six guys retire in three years. It felt like the club was on its way out back then. How the fuck did this happen?"
"It was a lot of AHL for a while," Micky said, "once we had Cohen and Yams."
He supposed that made sense, doubling the pool of players. "So give me the rundown of the new guys," he prompted. "Any on your team?"
Micky hummed disagreement. "One guy on the farm team in Worcester. Easy. Caught him last year. He's been hanging out with Rozanov and Gordy—they're both in Boston. Gordy and Easy have a weird thing going on. It's kinda hot."
"Not Rozanov?"
He shook his head. "No, his weird thing is with Hollander."
Greg had to look over to see if Micky was joking. "No shit?" He looked serious. "Jesus. Alright, is that how it is now? Everyone's pairing off like lovebirds?"
Micky gave that pained almost-laughing sound again. "No. I mean, not more than before. Villa and Wally in Phoenix are the only ones that are really lovey-dovey. They live together and everything."
His hands tightened on the steering wheel. "Is that... safe?"
"It's fine. They get away with it," Micky insisted. He went on, listing on his fingers, "Barrett's obsessed with Cohen. Cohen's obsessed with Berg. Berg's obsessed with getting his dick wet. If you want more gossip, ask Yams."





The Tennis Club
	McGee
	hey, spyrou again
	our boy is home and ready to heal up
	IMG_2003.JPG

[image: A photo of Henry McGee, laid out on a couch. His face is unfocused and unhappy, a little slack. His hair is unstyled and fluffy, looking extra ginger with the lack of product. He looks towards the camera, lazily flipping it off. He has a bowl in front of him, and dry Cheerios sprinkled on his shirt. He's wearing an oversized Spyrou Vineyard t-shirt and grey sweatpants. He's clutching an ice pack against his chest under one arm. His face and arm have lurid bruises, as does the back of the hand flipping off the camera. ]


	Cohen
	haha classic

	Martin
	hi mick!! tell him its good to see his face!

	Hollander
	does he know what recovery will look like yet?

	Villa
	oh hey wally and i will be in sf in like 2wks
	can we come visit will he be up for it

	Williams
	im not scheduled to play there this season but maybe ppl not going to olympics can come out during the break??
	i dont wanna like invade or anything
	except he did break into my house this fall sooooo lmao

	Rozanov
	i have to play olympics but i also want to find time to visit







Casey
	Casey
	is he in any trouble with the league?
	did they run a tox screen?







The Tennis Club
	McGee
	well his whole chest crumpled so it'll be slow. he's not allowed to sleep flat for three weeks and we'll let you know where we're at after that.
	holy fuck slow down

	Villa
	sorry

	Williams
	oops sorry

	McGee
	jesus i can't type on this stupid phone his keyboard is different
	who's running the app these days?

	Hollander
	hunter

	Hunter
	i am

	McGee
	i'm gonna download the app again so i can message from my phone

	Martin
	wait can we do that

	McGee
	yeah why not?

	Villa
	ur retired

	McGee
	so what's the difference between messaging from micky's phone and mine?

	Hunter
	that makes sense to me

	Rozanov
	wait i thought this was against the rules

	McGee
	what are the rules these days?

	Casey
	theyre the same as they always were rou.

	McGee
	really?
	ok there's no rule about retiring then

	Lorenzo
	shit youre right lol

	Price
	why does everyone leave when they retire then?

	McGee
	i dunno
	i guess because riley and niklassen retired first and they did it
	anyway can i get off this fucking phone now?

	Hunter
	go for it

	Martin
	this is kind of fucking with my head

	Price
	yeah

	Spyrou
	ok I'm in. I gotta feed this kid now, you all go feel your feelings or whatever.







The first couple of days, Micky was barely awake except for regular "exercise," which consisted of slowly walking laps around the apartment and blowing into a respirometer, and daily visits from a nurse the team hired.
So he waited until day three to ask.
They were watching the Phoenix-Columbus game, though he'd offered that it was okay if Micky felt squirrely about watching hockey so soon after his injury. Micky told him to go fuck himself, then bragged about how he'd slept with goalies on both teams.
"I thought Kowalski was the one with the boyfriend."
"Yeah, I fucked his boyfriend, too."
"Jesus. You still got the condom rule, right?"
Micky rolled his eyes. "Rules haven't changed."
That honestly surprised Greg. Those rules were essentially made up by six friends during a water break at an orgy. They weren't exactly the US Constitution. "It's been a while," he prompted. "Remind me."
It got him a weird, annoyed look, but Micky counted off on his fingers, "Don't talk about Fight Club. No risky shit. No first names. Condoms. STD results. No fucking during playoffs. Keep it casual."
"Except for the lovebirds in Phoenix," Greg pointed out. On the screen, one of the Columbus forwards had careened into the Phoenix goal, tangled in Kowalski's legs. In a second, Villa was there hauling him away like taking out the trash.
"Well, sure."
"And except you calling me Greg and coming out to your mother."
Another eye roll. "Oh my god, relax. She's not gonna tell anyone. She'd rather die than admit her son might be a faggot."
"And except for the drug thing."
Micky's mouth snapped shut, eyes going wide.
Greg explained, "Casey messaged you before I switched to my phone. He asked if they did a tox screen. Seemed worried they'd find something. And I maybe read some articles about you."
In the uncomfortable silence that followed, Micky tried to cross his arms over his chest, winced, and moved them back down very slowly. On the screen, Phoenix made two attempts in quick succession, both stopped by the Columbus goalie—not Danilov, who was on the bench.
Micky admitted, "They sent me to rehab in off-season. I slipped up the night before the game."
"I noticed they don't have you on anything stronger than Tylenol," Greg mentioned.
"Jesus, I wasn't, like, shooting up," he scoffed. "Relax. It was just coke, mostly. They said no opioids because they fuck with your breathing." But there was a tense set to his jaw that Greg had once been able to read like a sign post and was beginning to relearn.
"And?"
Micky glanced at him, annoyed. "And the doctor said I could have a low dose and it wasn't a problem for a coke head, but Addams made a big fucking deal out of it, so I had to say no."
"Coach Addams knows? He's the one that sent you to rehab? Is he protecting you?"
A nod. "He's gonna be, like, worried I can't go to NA while I'm laid up. I know it."
Accepting that kind of protection came with its own dangers. Obligations. Addams wasn't a bad guy, from what Greg remembered—he'd been assistant coach when he was playing for the Mission—but letting a coach own a player like that was never a good idea. "Were you going to meetings before?"
"Yeah. No. In the summer. I didn't need 'em during the lockout."
When he was traveling the world crashing with various Tennis Club members. He'd given a vague outline of it over breakfast yesterday. Greg asked, "Do you need 'em now?"
Micky looked at him across the couch, then out of nowhere grumbled, "Why the fuck are you sitting so far away? I've got broken ribs, not leprosy."
So Greg slid across the couch and settled in next to him, draped an arm over the back of the couch behind him and let Micky settle into his side however was comfortable. He kissed the top of his head.
"No," Micky said. "I don't need a fucking meeting."





Price
	Price
	hi spyrou this is ryan price
	i play for boston
	i hope its ok to message you like this

	Spyrou
	yeah no problem, what's up?
	oh boy you're writing a novel

	Price
	i know people already asked you a lot of questions about the retirement thing being more of a norm than a rule and i get how that kind of thing could happen but
	sorry
	ronnie noyer caught me the year he retired

	Spyrou
	no no dont' be sorry, just giving you a hard time

	Price
	well he was one of the founders right? and so were you?

	Spyrou
	yeah, we were playing together in philly the year we set it up
	great guy

	Price
	do you talk to him now that hes retired?

	Spyrou
	haven't, no
	why?

	Price
	i guess it just really felt like he thought he had to leave when he retired like he didnt have a choice but he would have known the same as you it wasnt an actual rule so i guess im wondering what the decision was like for you? did it feel like you had to or did you just want to?







Spyrou looked up from his phone. Micky was doing his laps, breathing slow and deliberate like his wife had done when she was giving birth. "Hey, what's the deal with Price?" he called.
Micky looked up, frowning. He stopped by the kitchen counter, a hand braced on it, and took another couple of breaths before saying, "You gotta be nice to him."
He lifted an eyebrow. Henry fucking McGee saying he had to be nice to someone. Maybe hell was frozen over. "Why's that?"
A shrug. "He's like... he's a gentle person, I guess. If you're a dick to him, he'll just take it like he deserves it and it's really fucking sad."
"Noyer caught him, right?" Greg posed. "What was that dynamic?"
Micky pressed a hand to his ribs and grimaced. "I'm not the fucking Gossip Girl, dude. They were east coast. The fuck do I know?"





Price
	Spyrou
	I was 36 when I retired. half the club was 10yrs younger than me. it was just time to go live my life, you know?
	and you know tennis club was always part of hockey for me and i was done with hockey

	Price
	that makes sense
	thanks







The Phoenix lovebirds came to visit early the morning after they played San Francisco. Micky got the door, since Greg had his hands full with breakfast, so he could only just overhear Kowalski ask, "Can I hug you or will it hurt?"
He recognized the kid's voice from the post-game interview, in which the reporter asked how he was feeling about taking on the Reign next week, and Kowalski said, Well, we're gonna be in Phoenix next week, and we don't get a lot of rain, which Micky explained was such a typical Wallski-ism that the reporters were clearly setting them up on purpose so they'd get replayed on the internet.
The other one, Villa, talked a mile a minute from the second they got into the kitchen, barely leaving space for Greg to introduce himself before he was on about what a meltdown the club had been in about Micky's injury, every other word fuck or shit or dude or holy fucking shit, dude, and then carried through to, "And you swooping in like that, Spyrou, fucking beauty, holy shit. At first, you know, like, holy shit who's this fucking dude on Micky's account, right? But then, like, holy shit, we can actually hear what's fucking going on, like—"
Greg had already ground a batch of regular coffee for the espresso machine, but he reached, covertly, for the decaf. Micky clocked it and laughed. "Don't bother," he said, calling it out. "If anything, the caffeine makes him less annoying. Villa, shut the fuck up. You're using all the oxygen."
Villa glared and flipped him off.
Kowalski wrapped an arm around Villa's middle, which lowered his middle finger in the process. He was a fridge of a kid, and Villa was small for a d-man. Interesting pair. Kowalski asked, "So, like, does anyone know you're here? Like, except us and stuff."
"You mean management?" Greg guessed. He shook his head. "Nah. Probably put it together eventually, but we got time to make up a story. Micky's mom had to leave, I checked in on him and offered to help out, since his friends on the team are busy with the season. It's basically true anyway."
Micky added, "Just leave out the part about the sponge baths," and waggled his eyebrows. They hadn't done anything more than kiss since they got back from the hospital. Most likely Micky couldn't have gotten it up if he tried, as uncomfortable as he was all the time.
They served up breakfast, and their visitors ate like animals. Greg had almost forgotten how much food he used to have to put away when he was playing. Micky's appetite wasn't quite where it needed to be, but he didn't think it would make that much of a difference, all things considered. It would be at least two months before he could even lift weights again, probably more. It would take a miracle to get him back in shape for preseason next year.
The visit didn't last long. They had a flight to catch. Micky's energy started to flag. With him in the armchair, Villa leaned over and kissed him, murmured, "We love you. You know that, right?" and if he checked Kowalski's face for jealousy, there was none to be found, just the same fondness as he did the same, echoed, "Yeah, love you, Mick."
Greg showed them to the door, thinking about all those old friends he'd lost track of over the years. He kept up with Evrard for a couple of years before he moved back to Quebec for a coaching job. Somewhere in there, he'd broken his phone, lost his contacts, and the landline numbers he still had in his old planner from the early days, nobody lived in those houses anymore.
"You two think you'll come back for the Olympics?" he asked. "Sounds like we might be hosting a meetup or something."
Villa's face lit up. "Yeah," he agreed. "Yeah, that sounds awesome." He laughed. "You know, the Eastern Conference boys got to have a big orgy last year without us. 'Bout time we got to have some fun out here."
He almost tried to argue that wasn't what he had in mind, but... well, that was always the way it went with these things, wasn't it? Get enough lonely guys in a room, see what happens.





The Tennis Club
	Spyrou
	there's no way to do phone calls on this app, is there?

	Williams
	lol nope

	Archer
	oh my god
	its the senior citizen version of gordy asking why it doesnt send pictures
	quick say something about how a phone is for phone calls

	Spyrou
	yeah yeah laugh it up at the old guy
	it is fucked you set up pictures before calls

	Rozanov
	cant send nudes over call

	Berggren
	ya but phone sex
	think about it

	Rozanov
	oh good point

	Cohen
	we could just exchange numbers

	Eastman
	could we??

	Cohen
	after what just happened i think its a good idea

	Hunter
	i could look into calling
	but ya number exchange works if people are comfortable with it

	Casey
	not to be predictable but it seems risky to me.

	Cohen
	we could just save people as random shit like pizza places in different cities

	Danilov
	no i agree with casey
	too easy to hack contacts
	you can disguise names but numbers are still numbers

	Hollander
	ok so what if we just go old school
	keep them on paper like you guys all used to do
	we could disguise them like a hotel takeout listing or something

	Vrubel
	what about call logs

	Gardonyi
	you can just delete those right?

	Casey
	from your phone yes, but the phone company still has the data

	Hunter
	ok so different people will have different levels of risk theyre ok with
	i can still look into an app option but i have no idea how complicated it will be
	but maybe we make a new rule about it? like if someone shares their phone number that you dont know outside the club you can only keep it in the app or securely on paper

	Cohen
	i really want to have peoples numbers if theres another emergency
	i cant take it if that happens again
	so what if the rule is also that when you share your number you can say what people are allowed to call you about and when and everyone respects that
	248-555-6171 use it for emergencies otherwise ask me over text first

	Spyrou
	look at you boys changing the rules. who woulda thought you had it in you?







Next came Kallio, who he knew from before. Weird guy, even for a goalie, but nice enough once they knew their way around each other. He clasped Greg in a tight hug at the door, smelled him—weirdo—and said, "It is good to see you."
Greg cupped his face in both hands and took a good look at him. He hadn't aged a whole lot in five years, was barely in his thirties now, but he looked happier than he had, back then. His hair was longer, loose around his shoulders. Greg patted his cheek. "How you been, Kal?"
A kiss, familiar. "Better now," he said. "It's been a difficult season."
And Micky still wasn't up for much, but he wanted to watch them together. After they were done, Kal got on his knees between Micky's legs and sucked him while Greg held him carefully in place and murmured, "There you go. Good boy. Just take it," in his ear, and it took longer than usual, but they did get him there.
He couldn't stay long, but after him, it was Vrubel, another blast from Greg's past. When he retired, Vrub was still raw around the edges from Tulkki's retirement, halfway into divorcing his wife, had spent more than one night crying on Greg's couch about it.
"You got old," Greg teased as he led him into the apartment.
Vrub flipped him off. "Look who's talking. Do you think you'll go bald or gray first?"
Greg smacked a kiss on the side of his head.
Stopping in front of Micky on the couch, Vrubel crossed his arms over his chest and frowned down at him. "You don't get to do that to us again," he said, like a scolding parent.
Micky grinned at him. "Careful, Vrub. Someone might think you care."
They caught up. Vrub didn't talk to his ex wife anymore. Greg showed them Hannah's high school graduation photos, and they both complained that she shouldn't be so old already. Greg agreed.
He'd almost forgotten this part of it all. When Greg thought back on his years in Tennis Club, he thought about stolen kisses, quick fucks in shitty hotels, the rare languid group sex when they could arrange it in the off-season, 23-year-old Micky bent over his lap begging to get hit and the war of want and guilt he fought over it every time. He sometimes forgot all they were to him, especially after he and Sandy finally divorced, then he traded across the country.
They'd been his lifeline. His family. If it wasn't for Hannah, Greg wasn't sure he would have survived that first summer without them.
After Vrubel, they had a week to themselves—well, themselves and the physical therapists that were coming and going now, one for his lungs and one for the rest of him. Then another new kid, Lorenzo, who Micky warned sounded "a little faggy" in private but was good at covering it up most of the time. Greg wasn't sure he actually knew what that meant or if it was true. There was some sort of affect there, sure, but the kid hardly belonged on Queer Eye.
"I'd say you should just stay through the break," Micky said. They were cuddled together on the couch, Greg just observing from the armchair. "But it'd be a little harder to explain you hanging around here than Spyrou. Plus, you'd probably die of boredom. I'm dying of boredom. I dunno what the fuck he's still doing here." He made a careless gesture at Greg.
"Keeping your ass alive," he replied. "You're welcome."





The Tennis Club
	Berggren
	surprise i am going to sochi

	Martin
	hello?? what happened??

	Berggren
	one of swedens alternate dmen failed drug screening
	i tried out for the team last summer so they called me in
	what do i need to know? how many of us are going?

	Casey
	almost half of us. this is crazy.

	Williams
	ive said it before ill say it again
	queers make better hockey players <3
	if the league knew how many all stars are sucking dick theyd start drafting out of gay bars

	Cohen
	omg

	Kallio
	This is my third Olympics with Finland. Do you younger boys know I was caught at the Olympics? Tulkki was on the team with me in 2006. I was only an alternate then.

	Eastman
	wait really? thats kind of awesome
	tennis club international baybee

	Berggren
	dani i know youre not on the team but are you going to be in sochi?

	Danilov
	no i had enough of my wife for one year
	berg you know the rules for russia?

	Hunter
	lets run through them again anyway please

	Rozanov
	delete app from your phone before you leave
	or even better buy second clean phone and switch your service to it
	unless you have reason outside of tennis to know one of us we do not know each other
	no even looking at people strangely okay?
	definitely no sex wtih men
	expect russia is spying on you the whole time
	nowhere is safe not even your bathroom

	Hollander
	i've got my new phone ready to go!
	thanks again for laying it out so clearly

	McGee
	ya have fun w that overachievers
	the rest of us are having an orgy at my place

	Lorenzo
	stop talking like ur gonna do anything lmao
	u got out of breath walking to the bathroom when i was there

	Spyrou
	oh don't pick on him. he got halfway through a handjob yesterday before his ribs got sore!

	McGee
	remember when u were all being nice to me bc i almost died







Greg remembered feeling like a fossil before he retired, only to step into the rest of his life with the startling realization that he was only thirty-six years old. The old farts he wined and dined to invest in his winery, they were all decades older than him, and he'd come quickly to feel like a precocious young entrepreneur.
As the non-Olympians of the club descended on Micky's penthouse the morning of the bronze metal game, he remembered that, by hockey standards, he was still a fossil. Danilov was the next oldest, ten years his junior and stone-faced until the cute Swiss guy crawled into his lap and begged for a kiss.
The youngest of the group, Barrett, was barely older than Hannah, and Greg tried not to feel too weird about it. It had always been like this in the club. Barrett followed around Cohen, the Toronto star center, like a little shadow until Cohen practically elbowed him away and snapped, "Oh my god, go play with Gordy and Easy, would you? I haven't seen Villa in a year."
Gardonyi and Eastman were the next youngest, and Micky had been right—there was nothing romantic about their dynamic. "Easy" scanned the room like a lion surveying a herd of antelope as people started to get comfortable. He leaned up, murmured something in Gordy's ear, and then Gordy went shyly to Lorenzo, obviously looking to start something.
Yams, who had been the baby of the club the year Greg retired, had grown into an unreasonably handsome young man. He plastered himself to Micky's side as soon as he arrived, murmured, "Hi, baby," and laced their fingers together like he didn't intend to let go.
Greg stood in the kitchen, mixing bloody marys, and watched it all like it was an old movie he'd seen so long ago, he no longer remembered how it went.
"Hey," came a soft voice from approximately ten million feet above his head.
He spun and looked up, startled because a guy as enormous as Ryan Price shouldn't have been able to sneak up on anyone, but he had an odd, quiet way about him. "Oh. Hey. You need a refill?"
Price smiled, ducked his head. "Uh, no. I'm trying not to get too hammered at nine in the morning."
"Something tells me you could put three more of these away before you even felt it," Greg joked.
He shrugged, didn't disagree. "I, um, I just wanted to thank you again. For what you shared before."
Greg studied his face, the faint flush on his pale cheeks, the nervous dart of his eyes. From what Micky had said, he didn't think it was too far off Price's normal, but he also knew the signs.
"You know," Greg said, "I've been thinking more about it, the past few weeks. About what it was like for me before I retired and after. You know, I got divorced while I was in the club. Traded four thousand miles away from my kid. Those guys... they were all I had, that last year. I didn't have anything lined up after. It was pretty bleak, at first."
He let his eyes slide to Micky, still cuddled up with Yams like they were watching the Friday double feature and not Gordy eating Lorenzo's ass. The doctors thought he could make a full recovery, but it was never a sure thing. His lung capacity was reduced. He might never play like he had again. If he had to retire, Greg wouldn't let him free fall like he had.
Rubbing the back of his neck, he admitted, "I actually came up with the idea for the winery because I was on a bender. Didn't want to admit that's what was happening, figured a two month wine tour through Napa was too classy to count, you know? And I was about three weeks drunk, sitting in a vineyard the owner was looking to sell, and I thought—what the fuck else am I gonna do?" He laughed.
Price said nothing, his face the sort of soft sympathy that made it easy to say shit like this.
"I would have been embarrassed to ask to stay," he murmured. "Everyone else was able to leave. Everyone else acted like they wanted to. Nobody else wanted to say how much they needed the club. If I had to admit how fucking scared I was to not have it..." Greg shook his head. "I've always been a proud person, Price. I just couldn't have done it. It's not who I was."
The hug caught him by surprise, but it wasn't unpleasant. Not at all.
Still hanging onto the big guy, Greg assured him, "You're not the first guy to get broken up over someone that retired, you know? Not by a long shot."





The Tennis Club
	Vrubel
	home finally
	two flight delays
	has everyone else made it back?

	Hollander
	yeah kal got in an hour ago he was the last before you

	Villa
	thank god ok NOW can we talk about how fucking sick it is we had players on all four final teams??

	Vrubel
	well i was not on one of those teams so you could have had that conversation before i got back
	in fact fuck you for waiting <3

	Rozanov
	lol yes congrats on medals now everyone shut up about them

	Danilov
	ok roz it was not your fault
	that team was so fucking sad
	krupin has been hiding that knee injury since october they should have switched him out

	Williams
	no no hang on its also not your fault bc did you guys notice
	three club members on team usa get gold
	two on canada get silver
	only one guy on the other teams...
	u just didnt have enough gay power

	Lorenzo
	lmao youre so fucking stupid i love you

	Rozanov
	lol ok i like this reason
	thank u yams

	Price
	hey now that everyone is here again can we talk about something?

	McGee
	uh oh
	price is pregnant

	Casey
	shut up...
	what's up princess?

	Price
	oh no its not about that
	just spyrou and i were talking about the retirement thing and how people have felt like they had to leave when they retire even if they dont have any support outside the club
	and thats actually pretty awful to do to each other
	like i dont think any of this is as casual as we say it is
	youre my best friends youre basically my only real friends except my sister
	it should be ok for us to say this club matters to us and we need it
	like isnt that the point of this all? that we need each other?

	Vrubel
	thank you price that was very brave to say

	Cohen
	yeah thank you

	Rozanov
	i love you

	Gardonyi
	<3

	Hunter
	price i agree with you
	i guess im just wondering what that would look like
	rou what do you think? like will you want to be in the chat when youre 60?

	Eastman
	isnt he already 60

	McGee
	lmao fuck off easy read the room

	Williams
	when micky tells u to read the room....

	Spyrou
	I'm a little torn about it honestly. price has it right, the retirement thing is fucked. but the club also deserves to grow and move forward and shit without a bunch of old guys hanging around. plus it's already crowded, 21 fucking people. and honestly once i go back to my day job i dunno if i want you all blowing up my phone 24 7
	what if we could stay in the app but not the chat? that way if you need us we're here and we still have access to each other?

	Hunter
	we could do that







The lady voice in Greg's car stereo never fucking listened to him. "Call Henry McGee," he shouted at her, his thumb jammed into the steering wheel button.
Finally, like she'd decided he'd suffered enough, she cheerily announced, "Calling Henry."
A moment later, the call connected. "Hey, Micky," he said, raising his voice to be heard over the road noises. "I'm about five minutes from home. How's everything going there?"
Micky's voice was tinny but as bitchy as ever: "Same as it was two hours ago. Jesus. You know I can live without you for three whole days, right?"
"Sure, sure, but you call me if you start feeling weird, alright?"
"Are you sure it's me that's feeling weird?" he pressed, too perceptive.
Greg felt the race of his own pulse and let out a slow breath. "Is this a stupid idea?" he asked.
"It's a normal fucking idea. It's gonna go fine. You're gonna call me after and cry about it and I'm not even gonna make fun of you for being such a fucking baby, and then you're gonna come back Tuesday and you can cry on me in person."
"Boy, you should be a therapist."
"I'm hanging up now. Call me after. I love you."
"Love you, too."
The call disconnected as he wound down the gravel driveway, past the vineyard to the old mission-style house on the back of the property. The sound of the engine must have given him away, because by the time Greg was unbuckling his seatbelt, the front door opened, Hannah's perfect—$5k orthodontics perfect—smile lighting up the whole scene. He cut the engine and climbed out, opening his arms for her as she jogged the few steps to him.
"Hi, Daddy," she greeted.
He smooched the top of her head. "Hey, bug. You keep everyone in line while I was gone?" She'd been working the reception desk this year, taking a gap to get experience before she went to UC Davis in the fall. At her affirmation, he steered her inside.
"I just reheated some leftovers," she said. "You want a plate?"
"Uh, not right now," Greg decided. If he tried to eat right now, he was gonna puke. "Actually, can we sit down? There's something I wanted to talk to you about."
Hannah's expression went alert at once. "Yeah," she agreed, softer, "sure."
They sat around a corner of the kitchen table. "So you know I haven't really dated since your mom and I split, right?" he began.
She nodded. All at once, Greg realized that she already knew.
"I'm gay," he said. His voice broke on the word, but he didn't look away from her.
Hannah's eyes went watery. She could probably count on one hand the number of times he'd cried in front of her. Her, though, she was like a leaky faucet. She wiped her eyes preemptively, then reached for his hands with both of hers. "I know, Daddy," she whispered. "I love you."





The Bingo Club
	Pahlke
	oh my god who the fuck named this chat

	Noyer
	haha it had to be hunter, only admins can name chats

	Spyrou
	oh kid's got jokes now, huh? jackass
	anyway how's everyone been?

	Evrard
	doing well! thank you for setting this up

	Paulsen
	rou i heard youre staying with mcgee
	how is he?

	Tulkki
	oh shit is he in tennis club?
	i saw that game, that was so scary

	Spyrou
	yeah, he's alright now. they think he might make a full recovery but it'll take a while
	hot tip, don't google the phrases 'flail chest' or 'sucking chest wound' you won't like what you find

	Pahlke
	it was good of you to step up like that

	Spyrou
	honestly now i'm here it feels like i almost needed it more than he did
	i missed you guys

	Noyer
	love you
	how's my guy price doing? i've been worried about him

	Spyrou
	seems good. definitely got sweet on you though sounds like

	Tulkki
	happens to the best of us...

	Paulsen
	anyway who are we still missing?

	Tulkki
	i texted niklassen but i think he changed his number
	he is coaching in Frölunda so i might just take a trip there in person

	Pahlke
	i can track down riley. ronnie, you up for a road trip?

	Paulsen
	ronnie??

	Spyrou
	i like it
	we're retired now, you know?
	fuck the rules.
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      Chapter 14: Danilov
  


    Chapter Summary

    Spring and summer 2014, Danilov works out what his future in hockey will look like.



    Chapter Notes

      Oh gosh what to say?? I've been waiting to properly introduce you all to our boy Danilov for so long, and I'm really really excited for this one! As a reminder, dialogue and messages in italics indicate non-English speech/text - in this case, Russian. Also, the timeline of this chapter slightly overlaps with the last. I've done this before, but it's a little more pronounced in this case.

Also, be sure to take a peek at the related works, which now includes a little podcast of me (luula), mock, and jennisaisquoi of podfic perfection talking about the making of this fic.
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            [image: Danilov has hardcore resting murder face. He has shoulder length dark brown hair and dark brown eyes. He is very broad shouldered and wearing a tank top. He also wears a gold chain and is fussing with his wedding ring.]        

                                  











  










Kirill

Danilov
                    a.k.a. "Dani"                  




                Columbus Locusts

Columbus, OH, USA              

                                                	#19                  	G                
                                  	 6'5"                  	 220lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	November 1982,  Kazan, Tatarstan, Russia                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       married (Tanya) with two daughters (Yeva, Yulia) and one son (Sanya) in Moscow                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	Tatar, Russian, English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Cleveland Monsters (AHL) (split contract), Dallas Rebels, HC Dynamo Moscow (KHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2009, Archer                  
                              


                my wife lives in russia fucking half of moscow and probably my children are not mine so i dont feel bad.              







Kirill eyed the cab driver in the rear view. In Russian, he asked, "How many languages do you speak?"
The driver glanced back, frowning, and said, "Sorry, buddy. You speak English?"
"Yes," he said. "Sorry. I have to take a call." Only then did he accept Tanya's call.
"I told you I don't want to discuss this anymore," he said in place of a greeting. "Anyway, it's too late."
"It's not too late," she snapped. "You could be here in three days if you would stop being unreasonable. We already have the tickets. How am I supposed to explain this to people?"
Maybe it had been unfair, waiting so long to tell her he wasn't coming back to Russia for the Olympics. They had never been fair to each other. "Tell them your husband is a professional athlete who just got a big opportunity," he argued. "I can't take time off training right now."
"Oh, yes, you want me to believe you are training right now and not off fucking I-don't-want-to-know."
"I am training," Kirill insisted. "And you don't complain when I send you bigger checks. You spent last year complaining that I wasn't supporting you, then you turn around and ask me for another baby this year. Where do you think the money comes from, Tanya? Who do you think will pay for your baby?"
The line went silent for a long, tense moment. The driver was staring, and Kirill felt a moment of paranoia, but his tone would have made anyone curious. "Well, you don't have to worry about that," Tanya said, quieter. "It's not a problem anymore."
Kirill let out a slow breath, relieved and ashamed to be relieved. Sympathetic and resenting that, too. "I'm sorry you lost the baby," he said. They'd had a miscarriage before, when they were trying for Yulia. "Is that what this is about? I'm not flying back to Moscow just to knock you up. Find someone else to do it."
"Oh, and how do I explain the timing?" she demanded. "If you come back for a week, I can find someone with a cock that works. You don't even have to do it."
"No," he replied, firm because he knew better than to give her an inch. "If you're unhappy, it's too bad. I have to go."
Tanya sneered, "Go 'train,' yes? Fine. Go."
The cab pulled up outside the apartment complex. Kirill paid the driver, then got out and headed inside. He didn't wait long in the hallway before the door opened, Price's sweet, quiet smile greeting him. Once the door was closed behind them, he pulled Price in for a tight hug.
"Thank you for inviting me," Kirill said.
"Of course," Price murmured as he pulled back, drawing Kirill into the apartment. "Thanks for coming out. I didn't want to do a flight that long by myself."
He hadn't seen the place yet, hadn't been to Boston since Price traded last spring. He went to Providence to see Roz and Gordy for Christmas before the lockout ended, but Price was still in Switzerland then. The apartment was nice, well decorated. There was a clock shaped like a turtle on the living room wall.
"Gordy is not going to San Francisco?" he asked as he snooped unapologetically through the bookshelf, which was crowded with worn paperback novels.
Price dropped onto the couch with a sigh. "He and Easy are making a road trip of it. It hasn't happened yet, but it's good odds they call Easy up now that Micky's on LTIR, and I don't know how well they'll take being that far apart. I wanted to give them their space."
Kirill glanced over his shoulder and huffed, "Plus, would be scary to be with those two for so long. Who knows what ideas they would get?"
The grimace he got in return didn't disagree.
His eyes caught on a framed photo on the top shelf, which was a team photo of the Brooklyn Scouts. Price stood at the back in the center, the tallest of the group. In the front row, second from the left, was Ronnie Noyer. It was, he knew, probably the only photo Price had of the two of them.
"How are you doing?" Price asked, voice soft. "We haven't really talked since you got back from Moscow. I know it was messy, how it happened."
Price had messaged a few times, checking in, but Kirill hadn't been up for the discussion. Still wasn't really up for it, but it needed to happen eventually. Here with Price was probably as easy as it could be.
Without turning around, he said, "It was an ugly thing. Pope did not deserve that."
"No," Price agreed.
"And I was so happy I cried like a baby and thanked god and was grateful for what they did," he confessed. "I thought I would never come back. I thought I would never see any of you again. I wondered what would happen to Tanya and the kids if I died, because..." His voice caught, but he didn't need to go on. Price would understand.
The couch creaked. Big arms wrapped around him. Price was the only guy he knew that was bigger than him, though it was only a couple of inches. It felt strange, being smaller. Being held. "It's okay to be relieved. We were, too. Pope didn't deserve that, but he'll be okay. They're saying it might not even go to trial. Even if he gets jail time, he'll be way better off than you would have been."
They might drop the case entirely, and Pope would come back, and he would be right back where he started. Kirill turned and found Price's lips with his own. "Let's not talk about it anymore," he requested. "Okay?"
Price nodded, tightening his hold around Kirill's waist. "Okay."
Pulling back, he combed his fingers through Price's hair and mentioned, "I heard something from other guys. Maybe you want to wear something special when I fuck you?"
It had trickled to him down the gossip train, the women's clothing. Kirill had met one man who liked the same while he was living in Moscow. Back then, he reacted with disgust and left immediately. There had always been a feeling there that someone might somehow see through the hotel walls what he was doing, and lace underpants felt like a spotlight, a bullhorn, an announcement that something perverse was occurring.
Now, when it was his friend, when it was Price, he only knew that everyone said he seemed happier now, that he acted different when he wore it.
Price flushed bright red. "Really?" he whispered.
Kirill nodded. "I am feeling left out," he said. "I want to see."





McGee
	Danilov
	did you tell spyrou

	McGee
	no
	i wont
	he doesnt need to know

	Danilov
	ok

	McGee
	nobody has been talking about it as far as i know

	Danilov
	good







Spyrou retired the season before Kirill was caught, so that February was their first time meeting in person. He looked like a lot of retired players did: still strong but starting to go thinner in the face, softer at the waist, grayer at the temples. It was a kind face, though, and his handshake turned into a one-armed hug as he said, "It's nice to meet you. Dani, right? Mick calls you Dani."
"Yes," he agreed. "Nice to meet you." As Spyrou moved on to Price, Kirill proceeded into the living room where Villa, Lorenzo, and Yams were already gathered around Micky on the couch. The bruises from Spyrou's photo of Micky had disappeared, but he looked smaller now. He sat stiffly, Yams pressed to his side.
A chorus of greetings rose to meet him. Hugs and touches doled out. A space was made for him on the end of the couch, and he enjoyed their chatter. Others arrived: Gordy, who he'd met, and Eastman, who he hadn't. Cohen bent over the couch to kiss him hello, and the new kid, Barrett watched with shameless curiosity. Soon after, Marty, who climbed into Kirill's lap and made out with him, refused to let him up for air until he had no choice but to slip a hand into the back of Marty's pants and press the tip of a finger in dry so he would break off with a startled moan.
Across the room, someone muttered, "Fuck," and when he looked up, Eastman was staring at them, adjusting his dick through his pants. Hovering just behind him, Barrett was beet red, eyes darting from one person to the next, then to the ceiling, then back. Kirill wasn't entirely sure the kid had lost his virginity yet. What the fuck was Cohen thinking, bringing him here?
Kirill kissed Marty once, a silent apology, then pulled away to mutter, "Micky." Once he had his attention, he jerked his head toward the problem.
Micky frowned and scanned the room, then called, "Easy," and gestured him over to hiss, "Take Barrett to my room before he passes out."
For a moment, Eastman looked like he'd protest, but Micky gave him an impatient look, and the kid relented. He retrieved Barrett and dragged him by the hand in the direction of the bedrooms.
His attention returned to Marty, who cupped his face in both hands and said, "You are too sweet," then promptly moved one of his hands to Kirill's dick.
He'd had group sex before. Threesomes, of course. Those were commonplace in the club. Five of them a few years back in Minnesota after their seasons ended but before awards.
Once in Moscow, which now felt breathtakingly dangerous—all those strangers, an unfamiliar location, hardly a condom to be seen and it was a miracle he didn't get sick—but Kirill had been young, new in the city, overwhelmed by it. Kazan, where he grew up, was plenty big, but his mother was involved in the independence movement, so he'd always had the oppressive sense that everything would make its way back to her somehow.
Still, as he watched Gordy bend Lorenzo over the armchair across the room, as Villa pressed Cohen's wrists into the rug and ground his dick into his stomach, as Marty kissed up Kirill's neck and murmured, "Would you fuck me while I suck Yams?" against his ear, it felt novel in a way that made him thrill like a nervous eighteen-year-old again.
They fucked. They slowed down to watch the game, though hands started to wander again at the end of the second period. Kal and Vrubel were both in goal for the game and holding their own well enough, which made for little scoring and endless puck cycling.
Eastman and Barrett returned from the bedroom, the kid still red-faced but noticeably relaxed, then Cohen sat on the floor with him between his legs and rubbed Barrett's cock idly through his sweats while he watched the game. He came shuddering, face buried against Cohen's neck while Cohen stroked his hair and murmured something too quiet to hear.
Micky wasn't up for much, but most of them got a hand or a mouth on his cock at some point, like a team might touch a locker room idol for luck. He went to his room for a nap before most of them were ready to leave, and before he did, Kirill cupped his face and pressed their cheeks together and murmured, "You're okay?" in his ear.
Leaning into him, Micky nodded and added, "You're okay," like an instruction.





Rozanov
	Danilov
	how bad was it?

	Rozanov
	which part
	the part where my team was a mess or where everyone acted like it was my fault
	or the part where my father would not shut up about it for hours
	or the part where half my friends were a block away the whole time and i could not even look at them because we would be in danger

	Danilov
	the part where you got back home and exhaled

	Rozanov
	the worst part you mean

	Danilov
	yes

	Rozanov
	price and gordy are hovering they will not leave me alone
	i have barely been in my apartment i just sleep at prices all the time

	Danilov
	so better than usual?

	Rozanov
	yes
	better than usual
	thank you for not going to sochi
	it was too much for me to ask and i know your wife was mad but i would have been sick with worry for you

	Danilov
	staying behind was better for me too







Archer got two steps into the house, plucked a slip of paper from his coat pocket, and pressed it into Kirill's hand.
"What is this?" he asked without looking at it.
"Your new agent," Archer said, "once you call him."
Kirill dropped the paper onto the floor, turned, and walked into the house, heading for the kitchen. "I have an agent," he called over his shoulder.
Archer must have stopped to pick up his paper, because he had to jog a few steps to catch up. "Yeah, the shady Russian guy that reps half the guys that transfer from the KHL, right?"
"You think he's shady only because he's Russian," Kirill argued, not because he was particularly concerned that it was true but because it was an easy argument.
"I think he's shady because he has too many clients and he does a bad job with almost all of them." A strong grip caught him by the shoulder just shy of the refrigerator and spun him around. Archer was half a head shorter than him, but he'd never looked at Kirill like he realized it. He pressed the paper against his chest and carefully enunciated, "Call. Him. I talked to a Swedish guy on my team that just got a six million dollar contract and a green card. He's full-service, and he knows his shit with immigration. This guy is who you need."
Kirill finally deigned to pick up the paper—a business card—and read it. Peter E. Franklin, Franklin Sports Representation. "He'll be too expensive," Kirill argued. "Yevgeny's rates are reasonable."
Archer smacked his shoulder with the back of his hand. "Who gives a fuck about reasonable if you can't manage to stay in the MLH! Stop being a stubborn piece of shit. What those idiots pulled off with Pope isn't gonna hold you forever. You can't put us in that position again."
It dug as hard as it was meant to, a sting of shame and obligation. Archer had always been a son of a bitch. "I'll think about it," he conceded and made a show of sticking the card to his fridge, then retrieved two sports drinks and passed the lime flavor over. "How is Angie?" he asked, only partly out of spite.
"She wants to start a business." Archer leaned against the counter.
"What kind of business?"
A shrug. "She's not sure."
"So she can divorce you," Kirill supposed.
Archer nodded. He took a sip of his drink. "Does Tanya ever talk about it?"
"No. She does not believe in divorce." Kirill rolled his eyes. "Well, that is what she says. I think maybe she is just afraid what would happen to her and the children, if anyone found out the reason." He worried about that, too. His children were like strangers to him, and Kirill hardly knew how to talk to them, but he still hated to think of how they would be treated if the worst happened.
They worked their way through the drinks. They were fed at the stadium, of course, but Kirill considered offering to heat up some prepared meal or find a snack. He sort of wanted to get fucked, though, so probably best to wait.
"Would you ever bring them over here?" Archer asked.
That was a miserable prospect, having them around all the time. He thought about it a lot. The answer was easy now, though: "Not eligible with my visa."
Archer tapped his finger against the business card on the fridge.





Rozanov
	Rozanov
	are you awake

	Danilov
	are you horny and too lazy to sext someone in english

	Rozanov
	do you not want to sext?

	Danilov
	are you sexting me or playing the questions game?

	Rozanov
	can you not sext and play the questions game at the same time?

	Danilov
	are you touching yourself?

	Rozanov
	do you want me to touch myself?

	Danilov
	do you think we can actually get off doing it like this?

	Rozanov
	are you giving up?

	Danilov
	which of us do you think is more horny right now?

	Rozanov
	what would you want me to do to you if i was there?

	Danilov
	would you fuck me?

	Rozanov
	how do you want me to fuck you?

	Danilov
	do you want me to describe it to you or do you want to win your silly game?

	Rozanov
	fuck
	fine
	you win







Villa and Kowalski left his place just before midnight, had to make curfew, and Kirill regretted that they couldn't stay over. They were lovebirds, of course, but generous about it. They made him feel temporarily included in their intimacy. He'd stayed over at their place in January, and they all slept in one bed, Villa in the middle, fucked-out and mumbling about a goalie sandwich.
That was more normal now, when logistics allowed. Especially with the younger guys. When Kirill first joined the club, it was the opposite—a guy would stay over only if there was a reason he couldn't leave. He couldn't pinpoint when it changed, but he was glad for it.
He stood nude in his kitchen, filling a glass of water at the sink, when his phone vibrated on the counter. An incoming call from Tanya, notifications of three missed.
"Good morning," he greeted, because it was still early in Moscow. "What's wrong?"
"Check The Moscow Times," she said.
Kirill put her on speaker and opened a web browser on his phone. "You should not be reading the Times," he scolded. "They will trace it in your internet history."
Tanya insisted, "It's fine to read, just not to share on social media."
He expected to see an article about more arrests over gay "propaganda." There were a few during the Olympics. Instead, halfway down the page, he saw a familiar face under the headline Moscow Journalist Found with Throat Slit in Suspected Hate Crime.
It was Semyon. They hadn't spoken to Semyon in six years, since just after their son was born and Kirill, in a misguided attempt to be loyal to the mother of his child, ended things with him. He'd lied then, told Tanya that he and their dear friend had an argument over some money he owed.
"I didn't realize you knew," he whispered.
"That I knew..." she began to say, sounding confused, then made a dismayed noise. "Oh, Kirya. No, I didn't know. I'm sorry." He wasn't sure if he believed her.
He tipped his head back against the cabinets, eyes squeezing shut. His throat burned like he'd swallowed a hot coal. "Then why did you want me to see this?" he demanded.
Tanya said, "It's happening more now. All the time. Please, Kirya, I need you to be so careful, even if you are in the US. It's not only you that is at risk."
"Yes, thank you for telling me what I already know," he snapped.
"It frightens me," she said, "that you are over there where I can't see you, doing god-knows-what, feeling too relaxed because the danger is on the other side of the world."
Kirill's voice exploded from him before he could stop himself: "You think I am relaxed! You think I feel safe here! You have no idea what things are like for me here! You think I'm safe because I'm in the US? If someone found out, do you know what they would do to me in this league? Stop calling me in the middle of the night, Tanya, to tell me that I am putting us all in danger! I know!"
He waited for her to respond for long seconds, but when he looked down at the phone, the screen was dark, the call ended.





Kallio
	Kallio
	Hello! You have a free day before our game here in Vancouver, right?

	Danilov
	yes

	Kallio
	I know you aren't interested in a big camping trip but there is a day hike nearby I think you would like that has really beautiful views this time of year.
	The weather looks clear now and I will check again before we leave. I already checked online if there are any problems with the trail. It should be problem-free.

	Danilov
	it sounds great kal
	thank you for inviting me

	Kallio
	Oh. You really want to go?

	Danilov
	yes

	Kallio
	Hooray!







Peter Franklin was a small man and not only in comparison to Kirill. He had to crane his neck back to look him in the eye when they shook hands. He was also balding, which Kirill had a generous view of, bespectacled, and spoke in slow, short sentences that made him easy to understand without coming across as condescending.
"I looked at your contract," Peter said as they sat around a small table in his office. "I would not allow my clients to sign this. I know your old agent, Yevgeny. I know his style. I have a different philosophy."
"Good news is that I renegotiate this summer, yes?" Kirill suggested.
"Yes." Peter did that very American rueful smile, his lips pressed flat so they almost disappeared. He set out a blank notepad and prompted, "Tell me your immigration goals."
Kirill licked his lips and let his eyes slide away toward the windows. He hadn't planned to come here at all. Tanya wouldn't like it. She had terrible sense for these things, which made it a good idea. "We have confidential agreement?" he asked.
"Yes," Peter confirmed, neutral. "Our contract includes an NDA."
"I'm gay." Though his heart started racing immediately, he kept his cool. He locked eyes with Peter, who didn't react. "It's a secret, obviously. My wife knows. I need to stay out of Russia. I cannot go back to Russia." That part, oddly, was harder to say, took the breath from his lungs.
Peter, perfectly professional, said, "Your wife and children are in Moscow, yes? Do you need to get them out of Russia?"
Kirill admitted, "Probably."
"What about other family? Parents?"
He shook his head. "My mother is in exile. My father..." He made a dismissive gesture. His father was too complicated to explain. He had largely funded Kirill's upbringing but never publicly acknowledged him as his son. He was in no danger.
He noticed that Peter hadn't written anything down yet. Kirill exhaled. Peter understood, then.
"I am not an immigration lawyer," Peter said. "I have to tell you that. There are two law firms I work with. I have helped a lot of people through this process. I know a lot about it. Let's talk options. Do you want to stay in Columbus?"
"No," he replied. "They are dicking me around."
A smile curled at the corner of Peter's lips. "Yes, they are. You're on a P-1 visa." He wrote P1 on the notepad. "That's standard for the NHL in the US. It's temporary. No path to residency. You can't stay on this visa." He crossed it out.
Next, he wrote EB on the paper. "To stay in the US, you need an EB visa. A green card. If you won a Stanley cup or a goaltender award, you could get an EB-1. Right now, you don't qualify. You qualify for EB-3, but your team needs to sponsor it. It's a long wait. Years. EB-5 is easiest, but it's expensive." He listed out the visa types as he explained them, crossing out or circling them as he went. "Do you have a million dollars for a visa?"
Kirill's eyes went wide. "You can just buy one?"
"Yes, basically."
He thought about that. Thought about Archer, who had badgered him into this room to begin with. "What if a friend borrowed me the money?"
Peter shook his head. "They want you to prove you have money." He crossed out EB-5.
Kirill's hopes began to sink.
"This is your top concern, yes?" Peter asked.
He nodded.
"Okay. Here's my advice: move to a Canadian team. The process is simpler, especially for athletes. There is an Express Entry program. It will be easier and faster to bring your family. Your wife can even get a job. In the US, she wouldn't be allowed to work."
His heart lifted again. "Okay," he agreed. "Yes, I will go to Canada."
"Do you have teams you like more?"
"Montreal," he supplied, "or Toronto. Or maybe Ottawa." It was in between the two, after all.
Peter noted it. "Imagine Montreal can take you in two years but Winnipeg wants you next season," he prompted. "What do you want to do?"
"Winnipeg," Kirill answered, no hesitation. "I will go wherever I must."





The Tennis Club
	Eastman
	lmao whos seen the edmonton rebrand

	Hollander
	why are they spending money on a rebrand instead of fixing their defence
	the whole league is so flush with dmen its a miracle to get three points in a game and they just lost 7-1 to vancouver
	its embarrassing

	Rozanov
	does anyone else get a little hard when he does this or just me

	Cohen
	no no
	not just you

	Kallio
	It was not even fun to beat them so badly!

	Gardonyi
	oh my god easy just showed me the new logo
	guys
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[image: In lurid orange, pink, and blue, the head of a sabretooth tiger holds 'EDM' in its mouth and wears shutter shades.]


	Archer
	what the fuck is that

	Kowalski
	they put sunglasses on the tiger?

	Villa
	shutter shades oh my god
	bc edmonton is edm
	forget their defense hollzy THIS is embarrassing

	Lorenzo
	omg stop thats not real

	Hunter
	who the fuck in their office cleared that

	Eastman
	their branding is all like?? club themed now??
	who tf is going to the club in fucking edmonton

	Rozanov
	i went to the club there once
	got pat down by a bouncer to stand in weird basement with like ten people and a dj in his fifties
	old lady tried to sell me altoid and tell me it was oxy
	it smelled like mint and everything

	Archer
	i bet you anything they cheaped out and hired some 20yo burnout intern to run their media

	Lorenzo
	is it weird if i kinda like it
	like yes its bad but also
	maybe good?

	Cohen
	concussion protocol when







Kirill saw a lot of Berggren and Vrubel in the last stretch of the season. They got along, but were too alike. He still felt awkward, seeking affection from his friends. With younger guys, like Cohen or Marty, he didn't need to. They crossed the space before Kirill could even measure it. Berg and Vrubel didn't want that.
He'd been messaging with Rozanov about the Canada plan, though it was unfair to burden someone Rozanov's age with his problems. Roz understood Russia, understood duty to one's family, but he didn't understand what it was to be a husband or a father.
Kirill wasn't sure he understood what it was to be a father, either.
His last visit with Vrubel, they played tennis at a country club in Anaheim the day after their game. At the water break, he brought it up.
"Tanya," Vrubel said, because that was the only name he knew her by, what Kirill called her. Tatiana Mikhailovna would shit her pants if this strange gay guy called her 'Tanya' to her face. "Tanya coming here? To live in the same house with you?"
He shrugged. "It will be weird if she lives in a different house."
Vrubel laughed. "You'll kill each other," he declared. "You'll have to learn your children's names."
"I know their names," Kirill snapped. Then, gentler, "How was it with Kelli before you split?"
"I moved out very quickly. And she only knew I was cheating, not why." He squirted water into his mouth, then wiped the sweat from his forehead, casual. "You should talk to Archer," he suggested. "He and Angie haven't killed each other yet. Maybe he knows the secret."
Archer did not know the secret. He invited Kirill to his house before their last game of the regular season. Dallas would go to playoffs; Columbus would not.
"That," he said, pointing out the elevated walkway that split the mansion into halves, "is how we make it work." Kirill had been there before, never for long. He'd known they lived in separate areas of the house. Now, taking in the palatial expanse, he sighed. He and Tanya could get a pretty big house, probably, but nothing like this.
"Did you ever talk about kids?" Kirill asked.
It won him a grimace. Archer gestured him further into the house, away from the windows. Away from Angie. "She wanted them," he confessed. "I got a vasectomy. She found out. That was the beginning of the end."
She had every right to hate him for that, Kirill thought. He regretted not having the same idea himself.
Archer tugged him through the door of his bedroom and pushed him against the wall. Kirill slouched so he wouldn't need to strain to reach. "It'll suck if you go to the Eastern Conference," Archer said, caging him in until their noses touched. A hand skated down his side, then the back of his pants. "I'm gonna miss this ass."
Kirill pressed into his hand, hissed as fingers teased his hole. He thought about what he wanted to say, formed the words in his head. Almost decided against it, didn't want to break the mood. In a carefully flat tone, he said, "I don't have curfew. I can stay the night, if you want. How many times do you think we can go?"
If Archer was surprised, it didn't show. He was still grinning as he hauled Kirill onto his bed.





Rozanov
	Danilov
	holy shit that was a brutal hit
	genuinely whether you win or lose today this has been an incredible game of hockey
	their third line is garbage since micky got hurt i think they will call easy next year for sure
	oh you are up to something i can tell
	you get a little swagger in your skate
	my god you are crazy
	that was a beautiful goal
	i know it will be ages before you see this but tell me where you are going partying after

	Rozanov
	are you in boston??

	Danilov
	catching the final game with my team yes







Around one in the morning, he and his teammates swarmed into the bar the Raiders had overtaken. Most of them were already drunk, and when he'd reported the location to them, Pelley merely observed, "I told you all the Russians know each other." Nobody asked.
With difficulty, he peeled away from them and caught Rozanov's eye through the sea of drunken revelers. He made a gesture like smoking a cigarette and headed to the back door.
Kirill's cigarette was down to the filter by the time Roz finally spilled into the alleyway. It probably took some doing, some lying, to escape without his entourage on his heels.
Roz spotted him, then looked up and down the alley where a few other people were smoking, one couple making out. He jerked his head and led the way, from a distance, into a parking garage, eyeing the cameras until he reached a stairwell in an inconvenient corner and slipped inside.
The second he got through the door, he was pressed against it, boozy lips on his own, arms around his neck as Roz laughed, "Danya, what the fuck are you doing here?"
Kirill hugged him tight, murmured, "I wanted to see you before we go back."
When he pulled away, there were tears in Roz's eyes. "You fuck," he said, smiling. "This is too much for me. All night I have been emotional."
Cupping his cheek, Kirill wiped under his eye. "Did you hear from your boy yet?" he teased.
Roz ducked his head away, his play at irritation only coming across as bashful. "Yes. He messaged. We're going to meet up before awards."
It was really too cute, the way he got about Hollander. Kirill let the subject drop and retrieving a folded piece of paper from his pocket. "Listen," he said, the more serious tone drawing Roz's attention back. "You have a Stanley Cup now. You need to get a lawyer. You need to change your visa."
He pressed the paper into Roz's hands and watched as he scanned the law firm names, the notes on the EB-1 visa.
"This can get you out of Russia," Kirill explained.
Roz shook his head. "My family..." he protested.
"Will not save you if the worst happens," he lectured. "You don't need to give up your passport. It will give you options. Security." When he still looked dubious, Kirill added, "I am asking you to do this for me. Please."
He saw the obligation strike where it was meant to. Rueful, Roz nodded and tucked the paper into the pocket of his jeans. "I have to go back to my team," he said. "I wish I didn't."
Kirill grabbed his face in both hands and planted a kiss on his cheek. "Congratulations, Roz. Enjoy your big night."
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Plea Agreement Reached for Columbus Locusts Goalie
By FREDDY BLACK | AP Sports – June 29, 2014


Crown counsel in Montreal, QC announced early this morning that they have reached a plea agreement with Edward Pope, now-suspended goalie for the Columbus Locusts. Their agreement will include a fine of $5,000 and credit for time served, meaning Pope will be able to return to the US immediately.
In November of last year during the MLH union lockout, Pope was playing for the team's minor league affiliate, the Cleveland Monsters. Following an away game in Montreal, border security at Montréal-Trudeau International Airport discovered 100 grams of cocaine concealed in Pope's luggage. The Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) were promptly notified and arrested Pope before he could board his plane back to Cleveland.
What has yet to be determined is whether Columbus will welcome Pope back with open arms. If the team finds that his behavior violated morality clauses in his contract, as they likely will, the consequences could be as light as a fine or could escalate to a termination of his contract. 
The latter is highly unlikely. In the six years Pope has played for the Locusts, his save percent has stayed above 0.900 for all but one season, when it dropped to 0.899. Columbus does have significant depth in the net, with Jack Dalman and Kirill Danilov making a respectable showing in his absence. However, Danilov is a free agent at the end of a 2-way bridge contract this summer. 










Kirill arrived in Odintsovo to find his son, Sanya, newly enamored with the idea of him. Last year was the longest they had lived together since he was a baby, June through November, and while it had started off as usual—stilted, both of them looking to Tanya for approval over every interaction—they became more comfortable by the time Kirill left again. As comfortable as he knew how to be with a six-year-old.
So he and Tanya were barely able to speak to one another the whole first day, Sanya asking endless, breathless questions about the MLH, sharing news of his new skating lessons, demanding Kirill's opinion on his training skates and whether he could join a hockey team next year, whether he should try to become a goalie, too.
Tanya occupied herself with the girls. In the summer, the partially enclosed balcony became their playroom, littered with Yulia's dolls, which Yeva was only just old enough to appreciate beyond putting them in her mouth.
So it wasn't until the children were in bed that Kirill could broach the topic with his wife.
"Leave Russia?" she repeated, more dismissive than angry. "Absolutely not. I have a life here, and you don't want me in yours." She was wiping down the dinner table while he did dishes. Later, she would probably scold him for doing them wrong, but he needed something to do with his hands, a reason not to look at her.
"You're the one lecturing me on how dangerous it is here. You and the children would be safe there."
She huffed, annoyed. "It's only unsafe if you are found out."
"Which could happen, Tanya," Kirill lectured. "I can't control everything. I can't predict the future. Why would you choose to take the risk?"
Tanya moved to the counters, scrubbing harder than necessary. "My residency would be tied to you, yes? So if you were found out, if you left me for a man, I would have to leave anyway."
He shook his head. "I won't do that to you. I promise not to divorce you until your residency is secure."
She spun to face him, her lip curled. "So you do want to divorce," she accused.
Sighing, Kirill shook the soap off his hands and dried them. He turned and reached for her, which she allowed, his hands settling on her shoulders. "You don't want to stay married to me forever," he told her, because he knew it was true, but he didn't think she did.
Her eyes brimmed with tears, lips twisted in familiar outrage. "I have given up so much for you," she said, voice quaking. "This wasn't supposed to be my life, Kirya. I am alone because of you. For years. Now you want me to give up my home for you? So I can move to Canada and, what, remarry a man who does not even speak my language?"
Kirill lifted his eyebrows at her but didn't remind her that he lived that way already. The only person he spoke Tatar with was his mother on holidays and birthdays. He still thought in Tatar half the time, often found himself translating things from Tatar to Russian and finally to English in his head, and the people in his life who came closest to understanding him now, that was how he talked to all but one of them.
Because he didn't trust reason to work, he went for bribery: "The new baby could be born a Canadian citizen," he suggested.
Tanya sniffed and wiped her eyes. "The new baby?"
He shrugged. "If you agree to move to Canada with me, I will make sure you have another baby."
Her eyes narrowed. "No," she said. "If you get me pregnant, I will move to Canada." Then, with her jaw set, she added, "I'm ovulating."
Kirill looked away, but he nodded.
They had this down to a science now. Early on, they tried all sorts of things to make sex happen. Oral. Roleplay. Doggy style with his eyes closed, Tanya trying hard not to make a noise so he could pretend she was someone else. These days, she left him alone to watch gay porn from a thumb drive they kept hidden in his sock drawer. He'd jerk off, get right up to the edge, then call her in and finish inside her as quick as possible.
"Sometimes," she said afterward, her ass propped on a pillow and legs propped against his back so she could stick them straight up, "I wonder what I did wrong to deserve you."
"Maybe something in a past life," Kirill suggested as he flipped through the TV channels. "Maybe you were a murderer."
Tanya hummed.











He'd had a wary eye on his phone all day. Peter was in talks with four Canadian teams, and he was expecting a final answer soon. So he saw the call come through right away. Not Peter, but an American number.
In English, he answered, "Hello?"
In Russian, Rozanov said, "I'm sorry for calling. It's an emergency."
Kirill frowned across the living room. "Sanya, go to the balcony with your mother," he instructed, sharp enough that the boy knew not to protest. Then, to the phone, "What happened?"
"A friend of mine, Sasha. He's trapped in a hotel in Nemchinovka. He got fucking catfished. I'm in traffic. I can't get there soon enough." In the background, he could hear road noises, Roz probably on bluetooth. Nemchinovka was between the Moscow city limits and their suburb of Odintsovo. Where Rozanov lived in the city, it might take him an hour by car.
Attacks like this were becoming more frequent—hate groups posing as gay men looking for hookups. Part of Kirill wanted to scold these men for carelessly accepting random hookups in the current environment, but that was easy for him to say, knowing he would be safely out of the country getting laid in a few months.
Kirill didn't check in with Tanya, just headed for the car. "What's the address?"
They hung up once he was on his way. In less than ten minutes, he pulled behind a small hotel attached to a grocer. He spotted the problem: three men hanging around the back entrance, and when he rounded to the front on foot, three more at that door, too. A bunch of thugs, shaved heads and matching jackets.
With his stature, Kirill never worried about being attacked on the street. Not an easy target. Six men, maybe armed, was beyond him. Keeping his expression neutral, he approached the front door.
"Hey!" one of them called. "Where are you going?"
He glanced at them, then the building, as if confused. "The hotel," he replied.
"For what?" he demanded. "Where is your luggage? Are you meeting someone here?"
"It's none of your business what I'm doing here. Why are you bothering me?"
A second man, barrel-chested like he'd been strong once then let himself go, said, "You can't go in. Hotel is closed. Find a different one."
Kirill squared his shoulders. "It's open. Fuck off. My wife kicked me out, and I need somewhere to sleep. I don't have time for your gangster bullshit."
The one that hadn't spoken yet eyed Kirill's right hand, clocking the wedding ring. He made a gesture and murmured, "Let him go in."
So he went in. Got a room. The attendant was a pimple-faced kid, working alone, who hadn't called the police because he didn't want to make trouble. Giving up on that angle, Kirill headed upstairs to the room Rozanov's friend had hidden away in.
He knocked and called, "Sasha? I'm Ilya's friend. He sent me."
Kirill wasn't sure what he'd been expecting, but Sasha was a delicately built young man, beautiful in a way that gave him away almost on sight. He looked up at Kirill, looking momentarily alarmed at the sight of him.
"My name is Kirill Danilov. I'm a hockey player," he explained, hoping both to soothe his anxiety and get inside the room before anyone saw them. "I know Ilya from the US."
Sasha let him in and shut the door. "They're blocking both the doors," he reported. "They know what I look like. They saw me across the parking lot when I was coming inside."
Through the window, he could just spot the edge of the back door crew. "Did you drive?" he asked, glancing back. Sasha had to be Rozanov's age, maybe a little younger. Too young to be putting himself in this sort of position. He looked scared.
"I took the train," he replied.
"Can you drive?"
Sasha nodded.
Kirill waved him over to the window and pointed out his car in the lot. "I will make a distraction, draw them up to the front door. You run for my car and get a few blocks away. Give me your phone number so I can find you after."
"Really?"
He gave Sasha his keys. "Watch out the window."
Downstairs, he headed back out the front door and walked right up to the thugs. "Hey!" he called. "I have been talking with the staff here. You know you're causing a big problem? How are they supposed to make any money with you harassing their customers?"
They straightened up, recognizing the confrontation in his tone. Kirill didn't pay much attention to what he said, just ranted at them for being gangsters, losers, for causing problems. He mentioned something about calling the police, and when one of them got into his face, he shoved him back.
Like a mercy, around the corner of the building, he saw the other three coming to join the party.
Before he was too badly outnumbered, Kirill threw a punch at the biggest one. He was no defenseman, but he knew how to fight as well as any hockey player. It put the man on the ground.
All at once, a roar of outrage broke out from the thugs. He took a blow to the back that knocked him forward, swung around, hitting blindly. Took a fist to the jaw, but it was a sloppy thing that hardly landed. Another good punch, and then a flash of steel. A knife.
Kirill shoved the nearest off of him and held his hands up, ready to retreat. Or try to, at least.
Brakes screeched behind him, their eyes snapping around to see his car, the door flinging open, Sasha screaming, "Come on!"
He lunged into the car, and it took off before the door was even shut.
"You're fucking crazy!" Sasha accused, veering into the road and cutting at least two people off in the process, horns honking.
In the rear view mirror, he saw a car turn out of the hotel driveway, gunning after them.
"Turn at the next block," Kirill barked. "They're following. We'll lose them in the neighborhoods."
Cursing, Sasha did as he was told, turning abruptly, then taking the next three turns as Kirill instructed. He brought them around to an area he knew better, no idea if their pursuers were still on their tail, and finally directed him to park behind a restaurant that had just gone out of business.
The engine cut, leaving Kirill with the sudden din of his own pulse.
"Your mouth is bleeding," Sasha told him.
Kirill touched his lip and found that, indeed, that sloppy punch had managed to split it against his teeth. "I'm fine," he mumbled. "Call Roz."
For a second, Sasha looked confused, maybe not used to the nickname. Then took his phone out and held it to his ear. "I'm fine," he said. "Your friend got me." A long pause. "I can just take the train home. They only saw me for a moment." He glanced at Kirill and said, "He's still thirty minutes away."
There were a lot of ways this could come back to bite him in time. If one of them tracked his license plate. If his call logs got out. Kirill gestured for the phone, took it, and said, "Meet us at my house."
"Are you crazy?"
"What does it matter?" he asked. "I'm leaving in a month."
So he and Sasha switched seats. He drove them back to his house. When he opened the door, Tanya was already yelling, "Where have you been? You just disappeared!" She saw the blood on his face and stopped.
Kirill gestured to Sasha. "I had to go pick up my friend," he told her. "He and another friend will be here for dinner. I'm sorry I didn't warn you sooner. It was a surprise."
"Papa, what happened?" Sanya asked, striding right to him. Kirill scooped him into his arms.
Tanya said, "He just bit his lip, baby. Papa can be very clumsy."
Sasha stared at the lot of them like aliens as they passed around awkward introductions. By the time Rozanov arrived, their nerves had settled somewhat, but Tanya's ratcheted up again when she recognized who was at the door. More so when he shyly shook her hand and mumbled apologies for showing up uninvited.
They got the kids sitting at the table, fetching extra chairs from the hall closet while Tanya set out the food.
"Are you okay?" Roz whispered.
Kirill nodded.
In his pocket, his phone began to ring. The screen said Peter Franklin.
Pulse like a jackrabbit, Kirill answered. "Peter," he greeted. "Where am I going?"
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[image: A screenshot of an Instagram post by edmsabretooths, at the northlands coliseum. Their icon is a sabretooth tiger in lurid neon colors wearing shuttershades, teeth crunching down on the abbreviation EDM. The post shows a picture of Danilov in a gym. He's shot from a low angle from the waist up, his hands just below frame. He is presumably lifting weights because his arm muscles are bulging. He's wearing a pink tank top with the Edmonton logo on, and orange shutter shades to match the logo. His face is comically serious. There's 702 likes and 10 comments. The caption reads: Welcome to the sabretooths, Kirill Danilov - ready to shutter 'em out! ]
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      Chapter 15: Catch Season 2014
  


    Chapter Summary

    This is when most people get caught.



    Chapter Notes

      Spoiler content warning for sensitive topics:
	Content notes for the cautious
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Unhealthy coach/player relationship starting at 17/18. Body shaming/food issues.









  Logan Elwes
Still blinded by the stage lights, Logan floated back toward the stairs only to be redirected by some staff person, a lady, who beamed and said, "This way, honey. They want to interview you."
Logan flushed and let her guide him to a wide commentator's desk, where they sat him between his new boss and a guy he'd seen on TV a thousand times but suddenly didn't know the name of. John? Joe? His hands were shaking. He hid them under the table.
"Ready," called a cameraman.
John/Joe began in a polished voice: "Sitting down with Logan Elwes, newest player of the Philadelphia Rush and his General Manager, Robert Rollins."
Reaching across him, John/Joe held up the microphone for him to take. Logan's hands were so sweaty he worried he'd drop it.
"Logan, our number four draft pick, and congrats on being the highest drafted player ever from MSU. You had an outstanding season with your team there last year. Is there anything you'd like to say to them now?"
Logan forced a smile. "Oh, I'm just so grateful to all the support they've given me through this process," he said. "You know, all through the combine, all day today my phone's been blowing up. You know, hockey is a team sport, and even going into something like this, you know, something where you're going into it alone, but you've got your guys at your back."
Was he talking too much?
John/Joe didn't seem phased, just grinned and said, "I heard your coach, Mike St-Denis, made the trip to see you get drafted. Mike, of course, a legend on the ice, two cups as star center for New Jersey in the nineties. I imagine that's got to mean a lot, having him here with you tonight."
This smile took no effort. "Yeah. Yeah, for sure. I honestly don't think I would be here tonight without him. Like, from the time I joined the team, he's so knowledgeable about the sport, you know, the life stuff, the career stuff. And to have someone with his knowledge and legacy behind me, showing me the way, you know, I just can't thank him enough."
"And with Mike playing for Jersey, now you getting drafted to Philadelphia," John/Joe joked, "do you think there's going to be any hard feelings over that?"
Logan laughed and shook his head. "Nah, nah. You know, when they called my name, he gave me a big hug. One hundred percent, I know he's just happy for me right now. He's a good guy."
The rest of the night passed in a haze. He kept touching his new Rush jersey, the edges of the distorted R on the front. He shook about a billion hands. He had his photo taken so much the spots were never going to clear from his eyes. His parents found and lost him a dozen times before they left. Exhausted but wired, he eventually made his way back to his hotel room.
Inside, Mike sat in the middle of his bed with a lopsided smile. He was so fucking handsome in that grizzled way older guys got: perpetual five o'clock shadow, laugh lines and the furrow between his brows, just a few grays sprinkled through his dark hair. He kept in shape, too, kept up with Logan despite twenty years between them and Logan's relentless workout schedule Mike himself had set.
Shutting the door, Logan hissed, "How did you get in here?"
"You had the extra card sitting by the TV earlier," Mike explained. "Why, you didn't want to see me?"
Logan crossed the room in three quick strides, climbed on top of Mike, pressed against him, kissed him. Mike rolled them over so he was on top, a possessive hand finding Logan's ass.
"Congrats, kid," Mike murmured against his mouth. "You fucking deserve it."
The praise sank deep, set his pulse racing, hips hitching, seeking friction. "They asked me about you in the interview," he gasped. "I said I couldn't have done it without you."
Mike kissed the corner of his mouth, then his neck. "Yeah? You feeling grateful, kid?" He sat up onto his knees and undid his belt.
Logan nodded, mouth hanging open as he watched. "Yes, Coach," he murmured.
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	Cohen
	holy shit SOS guys
	i know its early but has anyone done a preseason physical yet

	Villa
	uhhh no why

	Archer
	only piss tests til a week before camp

	Cohen
	barrett has gonorrhea
	which means he prob got it from me
	and i havent fucked anyone but you fuckers in years so

	Hunter
	fuck
	have you been tested?

	Cohen
	no bc apparently u have to swab the infected area and barrett has it in his throat and on his dick so my infected area is probably my FUCKING ASS

	McGee
	wow so thats how we find out barretts topping

	Cohen
	WTF AM I SUPPOSED TO DO

	Hollander
	can it spread through condoms?

	Lorenzo
	oh jesus
	ok who barebacked cohen

	Barrett
	me im so sorry

	Hunter
	ya we figured that one rook
	who else

	Hollander
	are you guys not using condoms??

	Archer
	everyone tries but nobodys perfect hollzy

	Martin
	hollander is
	he has a condom collection in different sizes w names written on the boxes of whose dick theyre for

	Villa
	wtf ok i need to see the dick size museum plz

	Hunter
	can we focus?

	Lorenzo
	ya but we do need to come back to that

	Williams
	fuckkkkkkkkk
	ok dont be mad i thought i had a uti or something
	ive been chugging cranberry juice for weeks T__T

	Casey
	oh my god.....

	Archer
	yams what the fuck
	its burned when you pee for WEEKS and you didnt get tested??

	Williams
	ya i mean u can get a uti from anal without a condom

	Cohen
	do u know what else u can get from anal without a condom
	GONORRHEA
	im gonna kill u

	Casey
	fuck!! come on this is why the rule exists!

	Williams
	oh like u never slipped up

	Casey
	yeah with you!

	Hunter
	ok ok lets backtrack
	barrett how did you find out

	Barrett
	i had a sore throat and they thought it was strep but it wasnt strep
	do u think they know i got it from a guy
	like can u get it in your throat from eating a girl out

	McGee
	asking the wrong crowd here

	Williams
	literally u should know that mick

	McGee
	ya so should u

	Villa
	well apparently u can get it from eating a guy out
	unless cohens got it on his dick too

	Hollander
	does it work like that? like if you get it in your ass does your dick not have it?

	Barrett
	the dr gave me some pamphlets to read but theyre not very specific
	he asked who i slept with and i had to lie and say i didnt know her name

	Casey
	this is a nightmare
	what if the team doctors talk and figure out theres a multi team outbreak?
	it wouldnt take a genius to put the pieces together.

	Cohen
	FUCK

	Hunter
	ok everyone keep it in your fucking pants until further notice
	delay team physicals if you can
	no sex until we figure this out

	Berggren
	oh i joined at the wrong time huh....







Gatis Poruks
Gatis stumbled off the plane, half-asleep, no idea what time it was here in New York. Spotting a woman who looked like an airport employee, he retrieved his phrasebook from his pocket, walked up to her, and read the word, "Customs?"
She said something. He knew the words 'go' and 'door' and, of course, 'customs,' but the middle bits lost him. She pointed, at least, so he adjusted the straps of his backpack and went that way, following a flow of people. He didn't recognize anyone from the Riga-Copenhagen leg of his journey. Maybe they all went somewhere else.
He stumbled through customs, mumbling, sorry, sorry, several times and one time, his voice shaking, "I am hockey player. I go New York for MLH Devils."
"New Jersey," the customs man said. "Devils play in New Jersey."
A stab of panic jolted through him. Had he somehow gotten on the wrong flight? The team arranged the travel for him. "We in New York?" he asked.
"We in New Jersey," the man said, then pointed at him. "You all good. You. Bag." He pointed at Gatis's bag. "Go there." He pointed at a door. Then something else, the word 'taxi,' which made him panic again, because he wasn't supposed to take a taxi. He had no idea where to go after this.
Swallowing bile, Gatis shuffled into another wide open area, doors onto the street ahead. What would he do if he had to take a taxi?
A man's voice called, "Poruks? Gatis Poruks?"
His head whipped around, spotting a short man in a shirt and tie. He held a sign that read Gatis Poruks in fat black marker.
Gatis exhaled. He nodded. "Yes, thank you," he said.
The man started to talk. Fast. He didn't catch a word. Thankfully, the man also took his larger bag and walked toward the doors, so Gatis hoped for the best and followed him until they reached a parked black sedan. The man asked something.
"Yes," Gatis guessed.
The man's eyes narrowed. Slower, he asked, "You speak English?"
He flushed and scratched at his chin. Gatis had a lot of whispy hair on his chin. Stress made him break out, and it hurt to shave over the pimples, so he hadn't in a few days. "Not good," he admitted.
"No problem," the man said. They did the rest of their journey—through city streets and into a hotel where he was handed a room key without stopping at the front desk—in silence.
Which left Gatis alone in a hotel room in a place that was not New York but someplace else entirely. He checked his phone. Before he left, his mama set up his screen to show the time in New York (he hoped he was in the same time zone at least) and Latvia. It was just past seven at night there.
He called his mama, and she picked up immediately.
"My darling!" she cried. "I have you on speaker. How are you? Did you get to New York safely?" In the background, his brother and sister called vague greetings.
He almost admitted he wasn't in New York, but he didn't want her to worry. "Yes, Mama, I just got to my hotel. It was a long trip. I am tired, but it's the middle of the day, so I want to stay awake."
"Did you eat enough while you were traveling?" she fussed. "I know you have been nervous, but it's important to keep up your appetite. What did you eat last?"
"They gave us eggs and sausage on the plane, but I should probably have lunch," he decided. Then, thinking about having to navigate another conversation in English, he picked the room service menu off the TV stand and said, "I'm too nervous to go to a restaurant. Everybody here talks too fast. If I order room service, do you think the team will be angry?"
"How can they be angry?" she demanded. "You need to eat."
His sister Daniela cut in and asked, "Gatis, what is New York like?"
"Don't bother your brother," Mama said, shushing. "He will send us pictures later. Go order some food, my darling. I love you. I will talk to you soon."
"I love you, Mama." The line cut off. Gatis scratched his chin and eyed the menu. The hotel phone. He would still have to talk to someone in English. He flipped the menu open and saw a very attractive photo of a roast beef sandwich.
He supposed he could be brave for that.
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	Casey
	im with price setting up his new apartment and were pretty sure hes got it too.
	whats our game plan?

	Price
	its my dick and i havent topped in ages
	ive been good about condoms for anal

	Hollander
	i was reading up and you can get it from a blowjob if someone has it in their throat

	Hunter
	have you and barrett hooked up?

	Price
	no

	Williams
	i ended up going to a planned parenthood and paid cash
	they didnt ask a lot of questions

	Casey
	i thought we were going to wait to do testing!

	Williams
	my dick hurt!!
	what do u want from me!!

	Archer
	thats a solid strategy if you think you can go without getting recognized

	Hollander
	so not something i can do

	Lorenzo
	do u have symptoms

	Hollander
	no but forty percent of cases are asymptomatic

	Villa
	rip roz u would have loved hollzy gonorrhea research rant

	Hunter
	fuck hes probably infecting half the women in moscow

	Martin
	ok we dont need to say that actually
	how about we ask who had sex with anyone outside the club in the last six months?

	Williams
	me and hunter

	Villa
	>.>

	Berggren
	wait who is hunter fucking

	Williams
	hes dating a civilian

	Casey
	youre dating a woman?

	Hunter
	no hes a guy and it was just a short term thing were not seeing each other anymore
	fuck but i probably have to tell him

	Vrubel
	hey what the fuck

	Martin
	focus please <3
	anyone else?

	McGee
	does spyrou count

	Martin
	is he fucking anyone else

	McGee
	he says no
	he also says wtf do u mean u all have gonorrhea
	sometimes when he gets mad the jersey accent gets too heavy to understand lmao

	Eastman
	gordy and i fucked a guy in reno

	Archer
	thats like a song title if johnny cash was gay

	Hunter
	if spyrou and kip get tested its good data for whether me and mick should get tested

	Villa
	kip >.>

	McGee
	wtf kind of name is kip

	Archer
	ANYWAYS
	cohen you still alive?

	Cohen
	unfortunately

	Archer
	i talked to an old teammate up there for recs on discrete on call drs
	its expensive and you gotta pay cash but ill send the info

	Casey
	how the hell did you explain that?

	Archer
	told him i knocked someone up in toronto
	i figure if hollzy or marty has it we can set them up with something similar

	Hunter
	thank fuck ok
	ok anyone that touched yams price cohen or barrett in the last six months go get tested at a clinic if you can or get an on call dr if you need to
	spyrou and kip will get tested
	yams whatever puckbunny you were fucking is probably patient zero
	call her if you have her number

	Lorenzo
	its kinda hot when he gets all authoritative like that







Christopher Winters
"I dunno," Chris's dad teased, voice fuzzed by the poor reception in the stairwell, "all this hockey stuff sounds pretty boring. You sure you don't want to hang it up early and bring that accounting degree back to the office? I've got three section managers that can't write a budget to save their lives."
One of the rookie centers—couldn't have been older than nineteen—shouldered past on the last flight of stairs, rushing for the exit like the building was on fire. Chris rolled his eyes. "Hmm, I'll think about it," he joked. "Do you think Bonnie would make me run sprints while I run reports?"
He reached the door a few seconds behind the panicked center and stepped into the back parking lot, a team bus straight ahead, a red-faced white-haired man hollering instructions.
"She just might," Dad laughed. "You should probably stick with the Rifles."
"Come on!" the red-faced man yelled. "Talk to your girlfriend later!"
Chris resisted the urge to roll his eyes this time, instead saying, "Dad, this guy is yelling at me. I gotta go. Tell mom I love her."
"And what about me?"
"Yeah, you, too, I guess." Still smiling, he hung up and held his arms out toward the yelling man while he walked past, a silent, happy?
He ended up next to another baby-faced rookie, staring intently at the seat ahead of him, whole body hunched and tense. Chris hoped he wasn't a puker.
His phone buzzed once in his hand, a notification from J flashing across the screen: good luck today! which he dismissed immediately. That was the last thing he needed to worry about today. His and Johnny's arrangement had only ever been temporary, but when they ended it after graduation, Johnny suddenly decided he wanted to 'stay friends.' Chris didn't know how he felt about it.
"Hey." As the bus set off, a guy closer to his age on the other side of the bus stuck his legs into the aisle and leaned across. "You're Chris Winters, right? From Boston College?"
Chris tried not to preen, but a cocky smile found its way to his lips. "Yeah, that's me," he agreed, and reached a hand over to shake. "You?"
"Taz," he said, his full name apparently not notable enough to share. "Up from Rochester. Shit, man, you were insane, like, all of playoffs, straight-up, but that second-to-last game against Michigan? That hook around the back of the goal? Fucking beauty, what the fuck!"
Some of the guys near them were starting to pay attention. Chris shrugged. "Sometimes you gotta play chicken with the goalie, man. Sometimes it's like, okay, either I high-stick him in the fucking cage and draw a penalty or he flinches. He flinched."
A big guy in the row ahead of him laughed. "As a goalie, fuck you."
Taz asked, "Did you graduate?"
"Yep. Accounting."
"I guess we know who's doing our taxes this year," someone else joked.
Before long, the training facility loomed through the windows on Chris's side of the bus. The baby-face next to him finally spoke, murmuring, "Fuck. I'm gonna be sick."
"Please don't," Chris replied, keeping his tone light.
The guy glanced over. He had a crooked nose, pale blue eyes. "Aren't you nervous?" he asked.
Chris thought about it. Shook his head. "I've done development camp twice," he explained. "It's not that intense." He clapped a hand on blue-eyes's shoulder. "You're okay, man. Let's do the damn thing."
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	Danilov
	hello boys i am back early
	i signed with edmonton so i will prepare for the move
	tanya and kids will move later in the summer
	what did i miss

	Casey
	you should get tested for gonorrhea.

	Danilov
	that is not funny

	Hollander
	it's not a joke unfortunately

	Cohen
	eight of us tested positive this summer

	Danilov
	what the fuck guys? are you serious? you know i got my wife pregnant this summer?

	Williams
	WHAT

	Danilov
	now you say maybe i gave my pregnant wife gonorrhea??

	Villa
	broooooooo back up

	Danilov
	shut the fuck up do you know what she will do to me if i tell her!

	Archer
	dani so far nobody in western conference has tested positive
	youre probably fine
	also holy shit why are you having another kid

	Kowalski
	congrats on edmonton bro

	Villa
	lol give him a minute to catch up

	Danilov
	you have any idea how much shit i am worry about now? now this shit too?

	Kowalski
	oh ya shit sorry

	Hunter
	positive so far is barrett cohen yams hollander martin price gordy and easy
	so were pretty sure roz has it too but we had no way to tell him obviously

	Hollander
	i always use condoms for anal so i probably got it from oral

	Danilov
	you can get it from oral?

	Cohen
	apparently yes

	Kowalski
	oh congrats on the baby!!

	Danilov
	... thank you wallski







Logan Elwes
When Logan first hit the Michigan State locker room at seventeen, he'd been overwhelmed by the pace of it, the intensity. He was the youngest in the room and, according to some, the hottest talent. In USHL, that made him a target, competition for the scouts. On a serious NCAA team, it made him an asset, his skill an expectation. He was the hotshot and had to rise to his outsized reputation.
If it wasn't for Mike taking an interest early on, he didn't know how he would have gotten through that first year.
Two years later in an actual MLH training camp, his skill made him a target again.
All four centers from the previous season were there, all but the first line eyeing him like a threat. He was a number four draft pick. Everyone expected him to make the roster this year. The question was which of them he'd unseat.
Hunched on the bench, sandwiched between a massive and recently-traded defenseman and a rookie almost certainly bound for the AHL, Logan watched last year's first line center lead a tape-to-tape with the second line standing in for defense. The left wing, Troelsen, was rushing the line again. His eyes darted to Coach Foxx half a second before he blew the whistle.
"Off-sides!" Foxx bellowed. "Come on, what are we doing here, guys?" He motioned to the bench, called, "Fifty-six, swap in," and didn't even have to specify it was Troelsen he'd be replacing.
They ran it twice more, then Foxx called, "Good! Kazlow, swap out. Elwes, you're in."
Logan slurped his mouthguard into place and hopped the boards. He hoped the look Kazlow shot him was one of approval. By the time he'd run through the drill five times, short of breath and damp with sweat, though, he only cared that Coach Foxx was looking at him like that.
They hit the showers, then the recovery room. Logan did an ice bath and didn't hiss or bitch as he went into the water, stayed in until one of the PTs waved him out and passed him a towel.
Through the open door, he spotted Coach Foxx. He glanced around quickly, then jogged out the door, barefoot and still dripping and shivering from the ice. "Hey, Coach, you got a sec?" he called.
Foxx slowed and looked back at him, a smirk curling in the corner of his mouth. He was a little older than Mike, probably, hair halfway between gray and white. The corners of his eyes had only just begun to crease. "Elwes," he said. "What's up?" His eyes strayed from Logan's face, but only the assessment of someone whose job depended on his players' fitness.
"I wanted to check in about the possession strategies you talked about this morning?" Mostly, he wanted to get extra face time with Foxx, so he'd spent the last two days waiting for a reason. "You know, Michigan, we did a lot of puck dumping. I guess, is there some extra tape or something I could look at before tomorrow?"
Still smiling, Foxx glanced up and down the hallway. The rest of the guys were still in the recovery room. They were alone. He leaned in, a whiff of earthy aftershave on him as he whispered, conspiratorial, "You're gonna make the roster, kid. You can relax." Then he laughed like he'd told a dirty joke. "Focus on those quick passes. That's all reflex. You'll get it."
A glow of warmth swelled low in his belly, and Logan silently thanked God that his dick was still half-numb from the cold. "Thanks, Coach."
"Alright, go dry off," Foxx instructed. "You're gonna get pneumonia."
Logan drifted back into the recovery room, floating, and locked eyes with the hulking defenseman he'd been sitting next to earlier. The defenseman's brow furrowed. He looked away.
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	Rozanov
	ok confirmed it was only my throat
	got my antibiotics

	Cohen
	thats actually crazy
	transmission rates for oral are super low
	and timeline wise like
	u prob gave it to 3 ppl??
	fucking HOW

	Williams
	roz canNOT keep a dick out of his mouth

	Hollander
	yeah rates are low but multiplied by time...

	Price
	yeah

	Gardonyi
	yeah

	Hunter
	jesus
	anyway everyone ready for catch season?

	Barrett
	for what?







Gatis Poruks
The Devils' training facility was attached to the main arena, which meant the newcomers got a full tour of both on their first day, delivered by some man in a red polo shirt. Which would have been nice, except Gatis barely understood anything. There were ten other players, so he hid behind a particularly large fellow, followed the crowd, and mumbled affirmations when they did.
The tour ended in a cafeteria where large dishes of rice, vegetables, and chicken had been laid out on a counter, a stack of plates at the end.
Gatis eyed their tour guide anxiously as he spoke, his stomach rumbling. On some cue he didn't pick up, the rest of the players made for the food, and he followed, loading a tray with as much as he could fit. An older woman in a red polo shirt said something to him while he did.
"Yes?" he guessed.
She nodded, apparently satisfied with this answer.
He carried his tray to the table the others were gathering around and sat at the end so he could pretend to be involved without drawing attention.
A few minutes later, a new flood of bodies entered the room. Hockey players—many he recognized from his research, some he did not. They went for the food, talking animatedly, a jumble of voices he couldn't have made out no matter the language.
As they streamed toward the two surrounding tables, the big guy he'd been hiding behind earlier said, "Poruks, right?" Then a long, soft-spoken question with the words draft and play mixed inside.
Gatis stared at him, trying to decide if it was worth asking for it to be repeated. He said, "Yes."
The big man's brows furrowed. He said something else, something to do with New Jersey.
"No," he tried.
A body sidled up next to him, someone he recognized from his research. A goalie, Chertovsky. "Poruks," he said, then in Russian, "Latvian, right? Do you speak Russian?"
His heart soared. "Yes!" he exclaimed. "My Russian is pretty good. Did I say something weird to him?"
Chertovsky laughed. "You told him your favorite thing about New Jersey is 'no.'" He waggled his hand in the air. "Which is not a bad answer, all things considered, but I think he figured you out."
Gatis flushed.
"Come on, Chubby," he said, though his tone wasn't unkind. "You can sit with us." Then, to the big American, he said in slow, perfectly understandable English, "Sorry, we will take him."
He gathered his tray and followed Chertovsky to the other table.
"Little lost Latvian boy," he announced in Russian, then as they sat, he introduced him around to another Russian, an Estonian, and a Finn who had played in the KHL. They were all older, had a seasoned air about them.
"You were not drafted this year," the Finn remarked.
Gatis shook his head. "No, two years ago. I was in OHL. I wanted to play in Switzerland last year, but all of the Americans came over and filled the rosters."
"Why not KHL?" Chertovsky asked.
He tipped his head to the side and smiled, trying for a diplomatic sort of humor. The real reason was that Gatis wasn't interested in girls, and that made Russia a dangerous place for him. Latvia wasn't terribly friendly either, which was why he'd hoped for Switzerland.
The Estonian cut in. "Don't ask a Latvian why he doesn't want to live in Russia," he laughed. "I bet your mother raised you with terrible stories about Russians, eh, Poruks?"
Though he was outside of their little conversation, an American player looked up and eyed him. "Poruks?" he asked.
Gatis nodded.
The American snorted, looking the tray of food Gatis was about halfway through. "How about Porky?" he said, elbowing another guy next to him.
He looked to Chertovsky and the others.
"He's calling you fat," the other Russian explained. He shrugged. "Which you are. He's giving you a nickname. Porky. Like a pig."
His face went hot. Glancing between the Americans and what he'd hoped would be his new friends, he insisted, "It's the start of the season. We're supposed to put on weight."
Chertovsky pinched his side, smiling. "Not like this. Don't worry, little fatso, there are worse things they could call you. Don't let them see you sweat."
Gatis nodded and looked at his tray. He considered pushing it away, but that would be letting them see him sweat. Besides, the sting of embarrassment made him want another bite. He took another bite.





The Tennis Club
	Vrubel
	how are the catch prospects going this year?
	i thought i had one but he is just doping

	McGee
	lmao classic
	i crashed training camp while i was in for pt but all i saw was easy eating shit in a scrimmage

	Eastman
	fuck off

	McGee
	stop fucking up
	bad enough theyre putting friedrich on my line
	if you dont make fourth theyre gonna sign that fucking rapist from calgary

	Gardonyi
	ANYWAY catches??

	Price
	i might have someone but its just a vibe
	im gonna take it slow and feel it out

	Berggren
	feel it out hmmmm?

	Williams
	price ur due for a catch!

	Hunter
	dani anyone interesting in edmonton?

	Danilov
	i could not tell you the name of more than two people on team
	do you know how crazy is to do camp and home to three children and my crazy wife
	tanya is pregnant five minutes and acting like delicate flower who cannot lift the baby when she cry
	when i get home she says yeva needs bath
	i say ok where is nanny
	she says i send nanny home early she bothers me
	i say ok so you will give yeva the bath

	Villa
	its just gonna be like this from now on huh

	Danilov
	she start to cry and say how tired she is

	Lorenzo
	ya probably

	Danilov
	you know who is tired? man who spend all day fitness testing to make her money

	Villa
	well i guess tennis was nice while it lasted guys
	RIP

	Danilov
	sorry sorry i will go to dm

	Rozanov
	чёрт возьми







Christopher Winters
On the flight to their first preseason game, which Chris would play on first line, a veteran named Pritchard dropped into the seat next to his and said, "Hey. You know you're getting a reputation?"
Pritchard had been hot shit about five years ago, but now he was thirty-one with a bad back. He was a winger, too. If they switched Chris from right to left wing, he might bump Pritchard down the roster.
"Yeah? What kind of reputation?" he asked, only vaguely curious.
That got him a snort and a disbelieving shake of the head. "That you think your shit don't stink. Think they've got the bench all polished off and ready for you."
Which was bullshit. "I'm a team player," Chris informed him. "I back up my line and I'm not playing for a highlights reel. If people are pissed I didn't show up trembling in my boots like a rookie—"
"You are a rookie," Pritchard cut in.
"I'm twenty-three. Boston College won Division I last year. When's the last time Buffalo even smelled a playoff run? So, no, I'm not gonna cry or play pick up the quarters. I'm here to do a fucking job. That's the reputation I'm earning."
Pritchard sneered at him. "Yeah. See how that works out for you."
They landed in DC. Afternoon dryland training, then dropped at a hotel with strict instructions not to go out partying. His roommate Leblanc was last year's second-line center and apparently didn't take that to heart. Chris didn't mind. He was one of Pritchard's buddies, he was pretty sure. He flipped through the channels a while. Searched the sports news sites for his own name. Nothing new.
Johnny had been texting again. Eyeing the clock—only eleven—Chris switched over to his messages.





J
	J
	What r u up to

	Chris
	Bored. U?

	J
	Just at home

	Chris
	My roomie's out
	Can I call?

Today, 11:04 PM







His phone started to buzz. Smiling, he got up and flipped the security lock while he answered. "Hey."
"If I ask what you're wearing and you say 'gym shorts' I'm gonna be pissed," Johnny teased. His voice sank into a low, sultry tone when he was flirting.
Chris looked down at his gym shorts. "I guess I better take 'em off, then, huh?" He did just that, then settled onto his bed and put the phone on speaker on the pillow. "Saturday night, sitting at home... let me guess: you're watching porn."
"Did you put me on speaker already?" Johnny laughed. "What, you in a hurry?"
"I don't know when my roomie's getting back." He touched himself over his underwear, idly for now. "What are you watching?"
"Locker room gang bang," which might have been true or just fucking with him. "Shame you never broke us into Conte after hours. Bet you would have loved getting bent over in your locker."
Chris's eyes slid shut. He pushed his hand under the waistband of his underwear. "Fuck. You should see the stalls in Buffalo. Lots of room to move around in there."
Johnny's voice went breathy over the line. "Anyone worth checking out on your team?"
"Fuck off," he said, but he was smiling. He tucked his waistband below his balls. "Not really. God, but we're playing Washington tomorrow. They've got this d-man that looks like a fucking underwear model or something. I wouldn't mind getting cornered in the showers by that."
"Perv," Johnny teased. Then his breath caught.
"Are you playing with your ass?" he asked.
Across the room, the door beeped, then caught hard against the security latch.
His eyes flew open. "Fuck. Fuck." Chris scrambled to yank his underwear up.
"Chris?" Johnny asked, voice damningly low, male.
"Just a second, sorry!" he called and hung up without further explanation. He'd figure it out. Chris pulled his shorts on over his flagging erection, waddled to the door and flipped the latch. He turned away immediately, heading for the bathroom.
The door opened behind him. "The fuck were you doing?" Leblanc bitched.
"What do you think!" Chris shut himself in the bathroom and leaned back against the door. Squeezed his eyes shut and breathed.
God fucking damn it.





The Tennis Club
	Williams
	SOS

	Archer
	not again

	Cohen
	if u caught something else im never touching ur dick again

	Williams
	fuck off i think someone got outed
	i overheard some guys from buffalo talking about someone on their team

	Hunter
	what did they say

	Williams
	i heard 'it was for sure a guy' and 'so hes a hundred percent a faggot right'

	Casey
	fuck. do you know who?

	Hunter
	im pulling paulsen in hang on

	Paulsen
	woah hello? whats going on?

	Williams
	theres a guy on buffalo i think got outed to his team
	i did some asking around im pretty sure i know who it is
	sounds like his roommate overheard him talking to a guy or smth

	Hunter
	can we fix this like you did with me?

	Paulsen
	fuck. with you it was just a rumor hunter...
	we can try to set him up with a girl to throw them off the scent i guess?
	good news is we dont have to be as careful with him as with you. we can talk to him first to make sure we have our bases covered.

	Hunter
	yams can you get in touch with him?

	Williams
	no theyre flying out early tomorrow

	Cohen
	were in buffalo friday we can do it

	Barrett
	do what??

	Eastman
	im from buffalo i have a cousin i can ask

	Hunter
	ok you five make a side chat to coordinate
	nobody else needs to know his name til he agrees







Logan Elwes
They split the team to play the first two games of preseason on the same day. The divide was as good as a news bulletin: the presumed first and third lines went to Ontario and the presumed second line, which included Logan, stayed to play Washington on home ice with the riffraff.
It meant that, for his first ever MLH game, Logan played first line center.
It also meant he started to get some nasty looks from the other centers that stayed behind.
That was fine. He could take the heat. Washington put up a weird mix of third and fourth line hopefuls for their defense, which made for a few easy scores when they managed to get possession. Logan got one, two assists, and probably some good shots for the highlights reel. Which wasn't the point, of course, but it didn't hurt.
Afterward, Coach Foxx came up behind him on his way into the locker room, clapped a hand on his shoulder, and announced, "Alright, don't expect them all to be that easy, boys, but that was nice work."
Logan let himself enjoy the flush of pride. Foxx's hand dropped away, but Logan only turned, didn't move away, as he started to give their parting instructions. They were flying out in two hours to meet the rest of the team in Toronto. He smiled the whole time he was talking, the corners of his eyes creased.
The other guys had undressed while Coach spoke, so Logan was behind, shucking his pads, then heading to the change room and the showers. There were only a few guys left as he headed into the showers. Instead of politely spacing themselves across the room, one of the d-men, Corky, took the shower to his right. Allens, a center he'd probably knocked down to the minors for the season, took the one to his left.
He kept his eyes fixed straight ahead. The adrenaline from the game was still fresh in his system as he forced himself to scrub soap over his shoulders like he hadn't noticed.
"You think he's fucking Foxx, too?" Corky said. "Looks like he wants to."
Logan's blood went to ice.
"Nah," said Allens. "Foxx is no queer. If he was, this faggot would be first line like in Michigan."
He willed his fear into rage and snapped, "The fuck did you just say?"
"You heard us," came a third voice. The other guy, another center, Montclair, stepped up behind him.
Fuck. Three of them. No fucking way. No way was he dying getting his ass beat in a fucking shower. Careless of the soap still clinging to him, Logan made to retreat.
A hand closed around his arm. Leaning close to his ear, Montclair murmured, "I talked to a guy that played on your team your freshman year. Said you sucked your way to the top."
"That's disgusting," Logan snarled, wrenching his arm away, backing toward the door. "Whatever fucked up fantasy you fairies are trying to get off on—"
"There's a photo," Allens said. He folded his arms over his chest, smirking. He knew those words were as good as a punch, as good as grabbing Logan and pinning him to the ground. His eyes drifted down, careless, to Logan's dick. "Huh," he said. "He's not excited for us."
"Probably too young for him," Corky laughed.
Glancing between the three of them, Logan told himself that if they wanted him dead, they would have started in on him already, not started talking about pictures. He tried to think how there would even be a picture, but he was in no place to demand explanations beyond, "What the fuck do you want?"
Montclair grinned. "Hundred K."
What the fuck. "Are you fucking crazy!" he yelled.
"Each," Allens added, gesturing between them, "for any of us that ends up on an AHL salary while you're on the roster." He shrugged. "ELC salary is, like, ten times AHL pay. Seems more than fair."
"I don't—" Logan's voice came out with a quiver he hadn't intended. The showers were still running. He had no idea if anyone was still in the change room outside. "I can't pay you three hundred thousand dollars," he protested.
Corky shrugged. "So go back to college. I'm sure your boyfriend would take you back."
He choked on a laugh. "It's September. Classes started, like, a month ago, you morons. I can't—I already dropped out. You can't just go back to college like that!"
"Well," said Montclair. He walked toward Logan, clapped a hand on his shoulder, then went past him. "Sounds like you've got one option, then."
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	Williams
	holy shit
	https://sports.yahoo.co…i-quit-buffalo-rifles-09242014.html

	Hunter
	was that him?

	Williams
	yeah
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[image: A Tiger Balm banner ad. It's a bright mustardy yellow. At the left is the Tiger Balm logo, at the right is the tagline 'works where it hurts,' and in the center is Scott Hunter, getting a back massage from a tiger. ]

I Quit': Buffalo Rifles Toxic Locker Room Chases Out Talent
By LISA ANDREWS | Spectrum News – September 24, 2014


After just two preseason games, the Buffalo Rifles' eagerly anticipated new star winger, Christopher Winters, has announced that he will no longer play for Major League Hockey. 
Winters, who was the number five draft pick in 2011, surprised the hockey world (and no doubt the Rifles management) when he decided to stay enrolled at Boston College rather than drop out to join the team's roster at nineteen. In the past three years, he proved himself a scoring powerhouse on the ice, bringing Boston College to the semifinals his sophomore and junior years and scoring the winning goal of the NCAA Division I championship this May.
Having graduated with a B.S. in accounting later that month, he finally seemed ready to bring his talents to Buffalo. The Rifles haven't fared nearly as well since drafting Winters and haven't made playoffs since 2009. The question on every Buffalo fan's lips this summer: is Winters's star power what the Rifles have been missing?
No doubt, those fans will not be happy to hear that their team has chased that talent away before the regular season has even begun.
"I got a better offer," said Winters, who will join the accounting team at his father's consulting firm. When asked how long he had been considering this move, he replied, "About four days. You know, I really wanted hockey to work. I've been playing since before I could lace my own skates."
Though he did not disclose the specific conflict that led to his decision, Winters wasn't shy about his dissatisfaction with his brief MLH experience. "The Rifles have a culture problem," he said. "Hockey has a culture problem. Most of these kids walking into the locker room, they haven't made any other opportunities for themselves. I have other options. I don't have to put up with this sh—."
Buffalo Rifles GM Larry Minks also declined to comment on what caused the rift, only confirming that Winters did not request a trade or go through any of the usual channels for conflict resolution before informing management of his decision.
"I quit," Winters said, laughing. When asked if he had a parting message for the Buffalo Rifles, he said, "I hope you miss playoffs for another ten years. F— you."
 Follow    @yahoosports on Twitter, become a fan on Facebook 










Gatis Poruks
His English might have been shit and his BMI might have been higher than the team nutritionist wanted it, but Gatis knew how to skate. He knew how to fight. He knew how to be an athlete.
They didn't bring him for the first preseason game, which was against actual New York City, but apparently New York City was very close to New Jersey, so a group of them drove to see the game. New York's star center was very handsome, he thought, a feeling that almost pleased him to keep as his own secret.
They did dress him for the home game against Philadelphia, and Gatis terrorized their too-slow center, Montclair, so he barely held the puck for even a second.
"Alright, Porky," his captain cheered, slapping him on the back in the locker room after.
He winced at the name.
"Hey." Chertovsky stepped into the stall next to his—team management had more or less paired them off for translation purposes—and bumped his shoulder. "I think now when they say Porky it is a compliment. It takes a lot of work to be fat when you are skating like that. When playoffs come, you'll be the last man standing."
Gatis tried to let that cheer him as he stripped off his gear. It was a nice thought, anyway. His agent said the team would probably send him to the AHL for a year to work on English and a nutrition program. He still hadn't told his mother. The last time he called her, she said she'd bought a special cable box so she could record all of his MLH games this season and only watch them a few hours late when she woke up, before work.
His agent said it wasn't a big deal, going to the AHL for a year. It was in a place called Utica, which was in New York, but not New York City.
America wasn't going the way he had hoped.
Once they'd changed and showered, it was on to the cafeteria, which had become a somehow more mortifying experience than the shower room. He'd never thought that would be possible. Most of the team ate from the buffet. Gatis got a specially-proportioned meal pre-plated by the nutritionist. He could hear someone sniggering as he took it.
As he sat, one of the Americans, cooed, "Oh, don't be sad, Porky," slow enough that he could understand it.
Another one, one he liked better, said something with his mouth full that he did not catch. Gatis looked to Chertovsky, a silent apology on his face.
"He told him to shut up because you can skate," Chertovsky supplied. Then he winced and added, "He did call you a faggot, though."
Gatis's fork froze halfway into his pasta salad. "What?" he asked, voice coming out barely a whisper.
Chertovsky looked annoyed, his own mouth full as he asked, "What, you've never been called a faggot before? You're not one, are you?"
He shook his head quickly.
Gatis choked down the rest of his meal as quickly as he could and didn't care if it made him look like a little pig to eat so fast. It churned in his gut as he got up and retreated into the hallway. He wasn't sure where he was going, passing offices and rooms until he found himself outside the door to the video room. There was a small window in the door, the room pitch black inside.
Pulling out his phone as he slipped inside, he used its light to see his way to a seat in the front row. He looked at the clocks on his home screen. It wasn't six in the morning yet in Latvia, and his mother never kept her phone by the bed, didn't like to be disturbed.
He dialed anyway, hoping the sound of her voice on the voicemail message would set his heart at ease. Instead, it brought tears stinging to his eyes. The phone beeped.
"Mama," he said, and his voice broke at once. "I'm really sorry. I think this was a mistake. I don't think I can do this. They won't even let me play MLH this year, but it doesn't matter. I don't think I could do it anyway. Nobody likes me here. I don't understand anybody. I miss you all the time. And I should not be such a baby, I'm sorry. Maybe they're right. Maybe I am—"
A noise at the door startled him so hard he almost dropped his phone.
Quickly, he said, "I love you. Talk to you soon," and hung up.
One of the defensemen he'd met on his first day at camp stood in the doorway. With the light outside, his face was a shadow, but his enormous figure was easy to discern. Ryan Price.
He stepped inside and closed the door. "Poruks?" he whispered. He had a phone in his hand, the screen lit as he approached.
Gatis put his phone away, hoping the dark would hide him as he wiped tears frantically from his face. "Yes, sorry," he said. "I call my family."
Price sat in the seat next to him and held his phone out. There was an active call on the screen, with someone named Lily. "This is my friend," he said, slow and careful.
The voice on the phone, Lily, was a man. He said in Russian, "Price said you speak Russian well. He asked me to translate. Can you understand me?"
"Yes," Gatis agreed. "What does he want?"
He caught a few words of what Price said next. He had a soft, gentle voice even when he wasn't slowing down.
Lily translated, "You were upset by what O'Grady said in the cafeteria. He called you a faggot. Were you upset at the insult, or were you upset because it is true?"
Gatis flinched. Glancing between Price and the phone, he demanded, "Who are you? What do you want from me?"
In English, Lily said, "Price, that is 'yes.'"
Price shifted to look him in the eye as he said, "You are safe. You are not alone. I'm gay, too."
Lily translated, though Gatis had understood him that time. Then he added, "And he said that he is gay, but me, too. Bisexual. I like both."
Stunned, he didn't even try to interpret what Price said next, just waited until Lily added, "There are twenty of us, all hockey players, plus some that are retired now. We take care of each other. We would like to take care of you, if you would let us."
"Yes," Gatis answered immediately, crying again. "Really?"
Price nodded. He hesitated, then held an arm out and asked something.
"He wants to give you a hug," Lily explained.
He leaned across the space between them, and two massive arms closed around him while Gatis cried like a baby against Price's chest. "Thank you," he said. Then, to the phone, "Thank you, Lily."
The voice on the phone laughed. "Rozanov," he said. "I am Ilya Rozanov."





Danilov, Poruks, Rozanov
	Danilov
	welcome to the secret russian chat poruks

	Poruks
	i am latvian (((

	Rozanov
	but we are chatting in russian

	Poruks
	oh right 
	why is it a secret?

	Danilov
	just for fun really
	sometimes a secret can just be fun







[image: A trading card with the figure blacked out. All the info is just question marks. In the pokémon font, it says 'who's that baby gay']

[image: Poruks is wide in the shoulders and the face. He has disheveled brown hair, slightly bushy eyebrows, and green eyes. He's all puppy fat and acne, and his facial hair is thin and scraggly -- but he has a warm smile and a good jaw shape. For the tradition of all the rookies getting a dog breed assigned by vibe, Poruks is like one of those sheep dogs with the hair covering their eyes; he has a hapless energy to him.]









      

  












      Chapter 16: Eastman
  


    Chapter Summary

    Fall and Winter 2014.



    Chapter Notes

      I am hopeful that my writing pace will pick up now that the WPBL season is over. If you're subscribed to me as an author and saw me posting some weird RPF stuff, mind your business. If you're subscribed to me as an author and saw me posting some REALLY COOL BASED RPF stuff, you surrrre did! Anyway, Easy's chapter is going to be a liiiiiiiitttle sexually charged. On account of who he is.
	Content Notes for the cautious
	CLICK IT!

I (mock) went really straightforwardly raunchy and NSFW this chapter. It's less artsy for a lot of it, and more in your face pornography. 🤷 you're welcome?


Remember to check out the character appendix/previously on and the related works, including the art post, jenni's podfic, and the interactive map by tumblr user luca-haas. Also, I believe we will have a new chapter of The Pickleball Club podcast posted in the near future, and you can always drop questions in that work if there's stuff you want to hear us ramble about in an unstructured manner!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






            [image: Eastman has brown eyes, brown hair and a hungry, doberman pointyness to his face. His hair is styled in a little bit of a halfassed slick back. He's giving baby greaser.]        

                                  











  










Tanner

Eastman
                    a.k.a. "Easy"                  




                Worcester Barracuda

Worcester, MA, USA              

                                                	#17                  	RW                
                                  	 5’11”                   	 176lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	May 1992,  Buffalo, NY, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2012, McGee                  
                              


               gordy and i fucked a guy in reno              












"If you come before I do," Tanner growled, "I'm gonna stick it in you."
Beneath him, eyes squeezed shut, Gordy whined, "Jesus, then give me a minute," as his hips twitched against Tanner's ass.
Feeling mean-spirited, Tanner clenched down around his cock. He pressed the palm of one hand between Gordy's pecs as he leaned forward over him. "Open your mouth," he instructed.
Gordy's eyes opened, then narrowed. "No," he said, carefully not opening his mouth very wide as he spoke. "You're gross."
"Keep me busy or I'll start moving," he goaded.
Despite his glaring, Gordy's cock twitched inside him. He opened his mouth and watched, eyes going slightly crossed, as Tanner let a string of saliva drip from his mouth to between his waiting lips. Then, just as obediently, he swallowed it.
This time, the clenching was involuntary, and when Gordy's hands tightened around his hips, Tanner muttered, "Fuck, sorry," and laughed.
Tanner didn't have to stick it in him, in the end. He had before. Gordy didn't hate bottoming, but he disliked it enough that they could both get off on the threat of it—Gordy on the idea of getting punished, Tanner on the knowledge that Gordy would let him, would do basically whatever he told him to, with few exceptions.
After, Gordy followed him to the bathroom but not into the shower. "You okay?" he asked.
Tanner saw him watching through the gap between the curtain and the wall, seated on the closed toilet in his boxers. "Why wouldn't I be?" They hadn't done anything new, anything crazy. Tanner knew how to take his cock by now.
"Just... since you got back," Gordy said, and oh, he wasn't asking about Tanner's ass. "You've been kinda..." He gritted his teeth and made a weird clenching motion with both hands. "After what Micky said and, y'know, I watched your preseason games. Just wondering."
He hadn't fucked up that badly. They were all making a big deal of nothing. It just hadn't been his best performance. He woke up the first morning of training camp with a headache and spent most of a month chasing it with ibuprofen. "So I get another year in Worcester," he muttered. "Whatever."
Gordy shrugged. "I mean, with Micky out and you on your ELC, they'll probably still call you up a few times, you know?"
That was probably true. Just thinking it gave him a phantom throb in the back of his head. He scrubbed at the inside of his thighs until he couldn't feel the slick cling of lube.
"I'm gonna ask something and it's probably gonna make me sound like a stuck-up asshole," Gordy fretted, "but are you worried about moving away from me? You know we'll still talk, like, probably every day, right? And we've still got summers. You're still gonna be my best friend."
If he hadn't tagged on the earnest shit at the end, Tanner would have made fun of him for saying it. He shut off the water and sighed, "I know, Gord. It's not about that. I've never been good in a new locker room." He tugged open the curtain and took the towel Gordy passed him. "It's, like, an adjustment thing. And bouncing up and down from the Mission is gonna be even worse."
Gordy frowned, but it was a thoughtful expression, accepting his words at face value. "Is there anything that would make it easier?"
He stepped over the lip of the tub, towel draped over his shoulders but not quite dry yet. He grabbed Gordy's face in both hands and planted a kiss on him. Scrubbed a hand over his buzzcut. "You wanna distract me when I'm in San Fran?" he asked, waggling his eyebrows.
The blush that bloomed on Gordy's cheeks was answer enough.





Gardonyi, Poruks, Rozanov
	Eastman
	hey utica is playing here wed/sat at the end of the month
	poruks r they putting u in a hotel or making u do day trips
	if u can beg off and stay between u can stay at my place

	Rozanov
	он спросил будет ли у вас отель в вустере
	если нет то можешь остановиться у него дома

	Poruks
	thank you we return to utica thursday friday

	Eastman
	can you ask to stay?

	Poruks
	i don't know

	Gardonyi
	ask your coach! he will prob say yes
	we have a two day gap so we can come meet you too
	and berg is playing in boston friday so u can come out and meet him too

	Rozanov
	this is a lot of words i will explain to him in dm
	i think it will work though







On the ride to his apartment, Tanner tried, "Good game," and "Music?" because Roz had lectured him and Gordy on using short, simple sentences and no fucking idioms.
"Yes, thank you. You, too," Poruks said in response to the first, and, "Yes, it is okay," to the second. He was awkwardly polite, kept nodding and smiling and giving a thumbs-up. Tanner was grateful Roz would be around basically the whole time he was in town.
A few blocks from home, a car cut in front of him at a stop sign, and Tanner snapped, "Oh, you motherfucker!"
Beside him, Poruks studiously repeated under his breath, "Motherfucker."
When they arrived, Roz and Gordy were already sacked out on the couch, TV muted, a half-demolished tray of wings and vegetables in front of them. Roz got to his feet, calling to Poruks in Russian with his arms wide. They hugged, and Poruks clung to him, his eyes squeezed shut.
Tanner exchanged a look with Gordy, still on the couch, a silent sharing of observation. Maybe they would let the two of them do most of the visiting. He kicked off his shoes and crossed to Gordy, licked his finger and tried to stick it in his ear only to get yanked over the back of the couch and wrestled down. Gordy had about twenty pounds on him, so it wasn't much of a contest, and by the time the other two came in, he had his legs locked around Gordy's waist, arms pinned over his head.
Poruks stared at them, wide-eyed, then laughed and said something to Roz in Russian.
"He says you fight like brothers," Roz reported. "I hope it is not too shocking if he finds out what else you do." Then he said something else to Poruks, who flushed and laughed again.
"Sorry," he said, and sat on the love seat when Roz did. "You two are..." He said something in Russian.
"Boyfriend," Roz supplied, then answered for them, "No, friends only," then added a translation.
Gordy got off of him and sat up. "You know the rules, right?" he asked.
Roz rolled his eyes, which—okay, fair. The rules were a negotiation these days. Especially that one.
"Yes," Poruks agreed, tapping his head like he'd just remembered. "Casual." He mangled the pronunciation.
Tanner wondered idly if he was a virgin. If so, he'd leave that to Roz. Popping a guy's cherry was weird enough without a language barrier, and Tanner probably wasn't the right kind of guy to do it. Not nice enough. He'd thought he'd have to do it for Barrett back at the Olympics orgy, but apparently he was just the first not-Cohen fuck, and Barrett was into mean.
They all stayed over that night, which was crowded. Gordy slept in his bed, Roz and the new guy on the pull-out couch. Tanner got up to piss that night after he and Gordy were done getting off together and heard the shitty pull-out mattress creaking. He paused in the dark hallway and listened as they whispered in Russian. Poruks whimpered.
Whatever they were up to, Roz would take care of him. He was that kind of guy.
When he went back to his room, Gordy was on his phone, a sour expression on his face as he typed. "It's my dad," he offered without prompting. "He's mad they didn't start me in Toronto."
"Against Cohen?" Tanner dropped onto the bed. "Your dad's fucking brain damaged, dude. Anyway, why the fuck are you texting him at eleven at night? He can wait."
Apparently finished with his message, Gordy set the phone aside. "I can't just not text back."
"Sure you can. It's easy. You just don't do it."
Without the glow of the phone screen, the room was all shadows. "Is that what you do with your family?" Gordy asked.
"Sure. My cousin Chelsea's been blowing up my phone since we almost pulled her in for the thing in Buffalo. I'm ignoring it."
Gordy rolled toward him, eye whites bright in the dark. "Uhh, doesn't she know you're gay now?"
"Yeah, so? She's a dyke."
A big hand closed over Tanner's shoulder and jostled him. "Do me a favor and stop ignoring the chick that knows there's queer guys hiding in pro hockey, yeah?"





Chelsea Eastman
	Chelsea Eastman
	heyyyy ik you said we shouldnt text abt stuff but i tried to call and?
	did u see this? https://sports.yahoo.co…i-quit-buffalo-rifles-09242014.html
	just yknow out of curiosity

	Tanner
	ya sorry just been busy
	really dont wanna get into it but next time im in buffalo for sure ok

	Chelsea Eastman
	great! any idea when youll be in town next?

	Tanner
	nope sorry gonna depend on how the season goes!
	ill let u know











"How about Roby?" Tanner asked, eyes scanning the faces on the Mission's roster. "What's his deal?"
They'd called him up three days after Poruks left Worcester, which left him two days to land in San Fran and get his head together before they played Vancouver. The team would pay for a hotel room, but Micky's place was easier.
Micky answered with his mouth full of lasagna: "I dunno, he's Canadian. He's married. I dunno what kind of rich inner lives you're expecting these guys to have. They're hockey players."
Tanner shot a meaningful look between Micky and Spyrou, who was next to him on the couch. "Yeah? So are you."
"I'm not that interesting either." Micky rolled his eyes.
Spyrou wiped his face with a napkin before speaking, because he was the most civilized of the three of them. "What are you trying to get to here?"
"I dunno," Tanner evaded, annoyed at having to explain. He was getting a headache. "Locker room politics shit, you know? I can watch tape to figure out who they are on the ice, but is there anyone I gotta watch my back around once we get our gear off?"
Micky opened his mouth to speak, a sneer already in place, but Spyrou tapped his shoulder twice and interrupted, "Nobody expects an AHL call-up to know his way around the room, kid. Lubetzky's a good captain. Follow his lead and you'll be fine."
Lubetzky had a sort of gravitational pull in the locker room, a command over the space and the people in it that Tanner instinctively mistrusted. He'd avoided him like the plague all of training camp.
"Whatever," he sighed, shoving his phone away. Tanner poked at the remnants of his dinner. "Anyway, Rou, am I still allowed to fuck this guy or have you two exchanged promise rings?" He waved a fork in the direction of Micky's suddenly outraged face.
"The fuck are you asking him for?"
"I'm not his keeper." Spyrou shrugged.
"You're not allowed to fuck me 'cause you're a douchebag," Micky insisted. He lifted a foot across the gap between them, only just able to reach and kick his knee.
Tanner swatted his foot away. "What if I wanted to do him together?" He waggled his eyebrows at Spyrou, pointedly ignoring Micky. "I'll even let you pick which hole you want."
Spyrou stood and gathered some plates and trash, muttering, "Jesus Christ," and to Micky, "Deal with him, would you?"
Once he was out of the room, Micky fixed him with a bitchy look.
Tanner played innocent. "What? He says I'm too young for him, but if you're between us..."
"You're a dick," Micky said, but he didn't sound mad.
"So you don't want to?"
Micky glared. He licked his lips. He stood up. "I'll talk to him," he conceded, but he smacked the back of Tanner's head on his way to the kitchen. "Jackass."





Gardonyi
	Eastman
	r u hooking up w dani today

	Gardonyi
	ya hes coming over in an hour
	waht do u want

	Eastman
	i always wondered which of u is bigger
	jerk off together and send me a pic so i can see
	and tell him its for me

	Gardonyi
	fuck ok
	IMG_1099.JPG

[image: A shot of Gardonyi and Danilov's dicks lined up next to each other as Gordy jacks them both off. Danilov's dick is long and thin, but Gordy's looks like a sex toy you ordered off the Internet and grossly misjudged the size of. The girth is absurd. Both cocks are leaking cum. ]

	he says hi :)







On their way to play in Dallas, Lubetzky called him out on the plane, interrupted a conversation Tanner had intentionally excluded himself from and called, "Hey, Eastman! You, like, lived with Archer, right?" and a few of the rookies went goggle-eyed over it.
Tanner shrugged. "Yeah, when I got kicked to the ECHL in Allen. McGee set it up for me. They're friends, I guess."
One of the rookies, a pimple-faced center, got up and dropped into the empty seat across the aisle from him. "What's he like?"
"I dunno," he said, though he'd thought carefully about what to say back when the ECHL team was grilling him about it. "Chill, I guess. His house is huge, so I got the basement to myself basically, and he was busy with brand deals and the union mostly. We did a lot of ice time together, which was really fucking cool."
It had, actually, been really fucking cool. Archer was a legend, and he'd probably learned more from him in the three months they lived together than he'd ever learned in the AHL.
Lubetzky said, "So are you guys tight now? Like, will you meet up before the game?" and there was something there Tanner couldn't quite read. He half worried he was sticking his neck up too high and needed to pull it back, but at the last second, he deked the other way.
"Yeah, we'll probably get lunch," he decided. "Why, you want me to get him to sign your bra?" and Lubetzky bellowed a laugh that meant he'd guessed right.
He'd actually been planning to skip a meetup, didn't think Archer would say anything about it, but with his team's expectation at his back and one of the rookies discreetly asking for an autograph ("For my little brother, I swear!"), the decision was made for him. Though they hadn't seen each other since December, it felt weird to ring the doorbell somewhere he'd lived. Tanner still knew the garage code, so he let himself in.
Angie was on the wrong side of the house, coming out of the laundry room across from the garage.
Tanner froze, stared at her like maybe the mirage would dissipate, then said, "Oh. Uh, hey, Ange."
She stared right back. Angie was in sweats, hair piled in a loose bun on the top of her head, a laundry basket on her hip. "Oh," she said, just as uncomfortable. "Tanner. I didn't know you were..."
"We're playing tonight," he explained. Then, further, "San Fran called me up."
"Oh, that's good. Good for you." Her smile strained. She gestured at her basket. "My washer sprung a leak, and the pickup service is closed on weekends."
He nodded. "Sucks. Uh, is Archer...?"
"The den, I think. I heard the TV."
He gave her a little salute, immediately felt dumb about it, and retreated toward the den as fast as he could. Jesus, this house was a fucking minefield. He found Archer in his favorite recliner, eyes fixed on the big screen TV ahead of him, playing some old Mission game.
"Your wife is in enemy territory," he reported.
Archer didn't startle, but he raised his eyebrows as if to say, and you are, too.
"Don't mean to interrupt your pregame," Tanner apologized, gesturing at the TV.
He shut it off. "All good," he replied. "Didn't know you were coming by."
"I messaged," he said, though it had only been an hour ago that he decided he had to.
"Ah, sorry. Think I left my phone upstairs."
Tanner bounced on his heels, hands shoved in his pockets. At the same time he began to explain, "One of the rookies asked for your autograph," Archer said, "Look, this doesn't have to be awkward."
They stared at each other.
Archer laughed and got off the couch. "Jesus. Okay. Did he give you something to sign or are you expecting me to give you something?"
He held out his empty hands with a sheepish expression.
Pausing at the door, Archer asked, "Where was she?"
"Laundry."
He headed the long way around for the opposite staircase, past Tanner's old room. "Come on. I think I've got some old photos in the trophy room."
Trailing after him, Tanner said, "It's not awkward. I mean, I don't feel awkward about it."
A slightly bewildered look shot over Archer's shoulder that said, you had a panic attack on my dick and we never talked about it. Or maybe that was just what Tanner was reading into it.
It was Micky's fault, really. He was the one that suggested the fucking Lolita act. And it was Archer's fault for being a little drunk and way too into it. And if Tanner had any fault at all in the situation, it was waiting to tap out until they were already fucking and not when Archer first called him rookie and Tanner's stomach flipped in a bad way.
He watched Archer fish around in drawers until he found a pre-signed picture of himself, waving it in a silent ta-da! Passing it over, Archer's eyes scanned his face. "I know you said you don't want to talk about it..." he said.
Tanner took the photo. "Nothing to talk about," he snapped.
Archer held up his hands, pacifying, then asked, "How's it going with San Fran?"
"Fine." His stomach was flipping the same way it had last year, so Tanner said, "Look, stop trying to do the whole"—he waved a hand toward Archer's general wise-older-mentor vibe—"whatever the fuck this is. Thanks for the picture, okay? I should take off."
"Yeah," Archer agreed. "Alright. Good luck tonight."





Gardonyi
	Eastman
	how many of u r gonna be at hunters

	Gardonyi
	five
	hunter plus me roz price and dani
	were almost there
	theyre gonna get annoyed if im taking pics the whole time so u get one request :P

	Eastman
	i want u to fuck price w his panties still on and send a pic of his hole after

	Gardonyi
	hot ok ttyl
	IMG_2002.JPG

[image: A shot of Ryan Price's ass in white lace panties. He is bent over the back of a black leather sofa, and Gordy's hand is in frame jacking him off with his dick pulled back between his legs, the panties put to the side. His ass is covered thickly in dark red hair. ]


	Eastman
	he hasnt come yet?
	u better eat that ass bro

	Gardonyi
	u got it







MLH road trips were way better and way worse than in the AHL. Obviously, a chartered plane and a four-star hotel was nicer than hours in a fucking bus—flying commercial when absolutely necessary—to maybe score a room at a Best Western or, more likely, sleep on the fucking bus again the same night. Still, the pace of the MLH was a rough adjustment.
He played Lorenzo in Chicago the day after Dallas, but he had a roommate and a curfew and a morning flight, so they only had time for blowjobs and a dodged You doing okay? in the back of Enzo's SUV before he had to leave.
Tanner's headaches were back. The team doctor said it was a TMJ thing, had him wearing a bite guard at night and doing some stupid-looking face exercises in the mirror once a day, which kind of helped.
On the flight to Miami, Lubetzky and a few of his buddies were playing cards at the back of the plane. One of the older guys, a defenceman called Nuffy, declared he needed a nap and walked up to drop into the seat next to Tanner.
Lubetzky called, "Someone else get back here. We need one more person."
Nuffy nudged him. "You should go."
"Whatever their buy-in is, I promise I can't afford it," he argued. "Some of us are making an AHL salary most of the year, remember?"
"They're betting nudes," Nuffy said, and at his confused expression, laughed. "Not yours, idiot. From girls you've fucked."
Locked away under the fake anti-virus app, Tanner probably had more nudes than any of these guys could dream of, but a 230lb defenceman in panties was as close as he had to a girl. "Like I said," he muttered, rubbing at the hinge of his jaw, "I can't afford it."
Nuffy gave him a disbelieving look. "You're not a virgin, are you? How old are you?"
"I'm not a fucking virgin," Tanner said. "I just actually like the girls I fuck."
He wasn't sure if Nuffy believed him. Not for the first time, he wondered if he'd have to get married at some point. Not like Archer or Casey or Dani did it. Maybe he could find some closeted lesbian or something. That could work for a little while at least.





Chelsea Eastman
	Chelsea Eastman
	hey i saw ur playing in buffalo next week ❤️
	can we meet up??

	Tanner
	yep we fly in monday morning

	Chelsea Eastman
	cool how about meet for coffee and chat or smth?
	i have sooooo much i wanna ask about lol
	sorry in advance

	Tanner
	sure just send the address see u then











Gardonyi
	Eastman
	hey wheres the pic i asked for

	Gardonyi
	shit sorry i fell asleep after
	IMG_2003.JPG

[image: A shot from Gardonyi's point of view of Cohen riding his dick. Cohen is backlit by the sunset across the Toronto sky line behind him, with the CN tower visible. Cohen is leaning back and smirking meanly. He's thick with muscle and has a very hairy chest. Behind him, Troy Barrett stands with a towel draped over his head like a nun's habit. Troy's blush is absolutely incandescent. ]


	Eastman
	holy shit thats hot
	lmao tf is barrett doing??

	Gardonyi
	cohen jerked him off thru his shorts and made him go shower while we fucked
	he was sooo sad abt it i almost told him to let him stay
	but cohen let him hit when i was done so

	Eastman
	howd he say it when he told barrett he could

	Gardonyi
	r u jerking it rn

	Eastman
	obvi now tell me

	Gardonyi
	i came first so he got off me and said
	well wtf are u doing im not done yet
	never seen a guy get a condom on so fast lmao
	then before he came he said u better come when i do im not gonna let u keep going

	Eastman
	fuck lol
	theres something seriously wrong w cohen but im into it

	Gardonyi
	no shit
	pot kettle dude







His first thought upon seeing his cousin was that it probably wouldn't have worked, setting Chris Winters up with her. Because Chelsea looked like a fucking dyke. She'd buzzed one side of her head, the rest long and braided with streaks of blue and pink through the blonde. Her nose and eyebrow were both pierced, and she was wearing a black leather jacket covered in colorful pins.
Chelsea spotted him from across the coffee shop, grinned, waved. As he got closer, she stood from her table, which was tucked against the wall, and held her arms out for a hug.
Tanner hugged her.
"God, it's been ages," she said. "I went to a bar last night to catch your game."
"Hope you weren't waiting for me to get ice time," he joked. He eyed the two coffee cups on the table. "That for me?" he asked.
She nudged one toward him as she sat down. "Black coffee for the hockey boy that hates fun."
He rolled his eyes. "Thanks." A moment of silence lapsed over them, Tanner waiting for her to get to the point, Chelsea clearly waiting for him. "So..." he prompted.
"It was Chris Winters, right?" she asked. "The guy you said was in trouble?"
Tanner chewed his lip. "You can't tell anyone, alright? You can't do that to him."
Chelsea nodded, solemn. "Of course. I read his interview. Did he really quit? Or did they fire him for being gay or something? Have you asked if he's gonna, like, come out and say what really happened? Is he gonna sue?"
Jesus. He leaned back in his chair and took a sip of his coffee. "I don't actually know the guy," he told her. "I've never spoken to him in my life, okay? I heard from someone that he got outed to his team. I don't fucking know what happened, but I'm guessing he just..." He shrugged. "Things got dicey and he got out. It was the smart thing to do."
Leaning forward, her voice pitched even lower, she asked, "No one knows about you, right?"
There were actually a lot of people that knew, all things considered. "No one that's not in the same situation," he hedged.
"You know, I looked into it," she said, "and there are, like, zero MLH players, active or retired, who have ever come out."
Tanner squinted at her for a second, honestly not sure how to respond. He settled on, "You don't say."
Like she was revealing some rare gift to him, Chelsea said, "You could be the first."
"Uh, no," he said immediately. He didn't try to hide the disgust from his face. "I'm barely even in the MLH, Chels, and I sure as hell wouldn't be if I did that."
"You know that kind of discrimination is illegal in New York," she pressed. "If they tried to fire you for it, you could make bank suing their asses."
Tanner scoffed. "Getting fired is the last thing I'm worried about. You watched the game last night, right? You saw the kind of hits guys were taking from people who don't want them dead?"
Her face twisted into something like horror, like it had never occurred to her.
He leaned forward. "Look, Chelsea, I get that you're, like, having fun pissing off your mom and Aunt Marie and getting written out of grandpa's will. Fucking good for you. Seriously. But this is my life, okay? Hockey is my life. My career. If things go the right way, I won't even notice if I get my inheritance, I'll be making so much money. So, no, I don't want to come out. I don't want to be the first ever. I don't wanna get slashed with a skate on live TV, and I don't want to go to the fucking parades, okay? I want to keep my head down and play the game."
Chelsea frowned at him. "What, 'til you're, like, forty? Won't that be lonely?"
"No," he said, no hesitation. He eased back, rubbed a tight spot on his neck and sipped his coffee. "You don't know my life, Chels. You don't know anything about me." Then, because Gordy would yell at him if he didn't, he asked, "We're keeping this between us, right?"
She nodded. "Yeah, Tanner. Yeah, obviously."





Gardonyi, Martin
	Gardonyi
	lmao marty wants a copy of the picture too
	IMG_2009.JPG

[image: A shot from Gardonyi's point of view of Martin riding his dick. Gordy's stomach and legs are visible. Marty is leaned back and flashing a peace sign, smiling widely. He has a pipe headboard, and there is a framed picture of mountains behind his head. Marty is lean and mostly hairless but with a scattering of dark brown pubes. ]


	Martin
	i hope you like it!!
	i made him take a few so i could pick the best one
	i think this is a good angle for me <3

	Eastman
	lmao its hot af thanks marty

	Martin
	i think its sexy you two are doing this
	feels like you are in the room with us a little
	been too long since you both fucked me.....

	Eastman
	gordy next time u should use a dildo on him too

	Gardonyi
	i can do that

	Martin
	:D







When he finally got back to San Francisco, he found Micky spread out on a yoga mat on the floor, doing PT exercises in his briefs. He'd gotten skinny since the accident, but he was still a good looking guy when he kept his mouth shut.
Tanner dumped his duffel on the armchair. "Where's Spyrou?"
Holding a resistance band taut in front of him, arms outstretched, Micky did a slow sit up, then exhaled and said, "Vineyard." He dropped the band and stretched his arms over his head. "Gotta schmooze some investors or something. He'll be back Wednesday."
"I'm gonna miss him then," he announced. "Friedrich's off IR. They're shipping me back to Worcester the day after tomorrow." He headed into the kitchen. "You want a beer? I want a beer."
"Yeah, alright." When he turned back, two beers in hand, Micky had rolled up the yoga mat and settled himself on the couch. He was staring like, between the two of them, Tanner was the one half naked. "You bummed about getting sent back down?" he asked.
Tanner shrugged. "No. I knew they would." He passed a beer over and dropped down to sit next to him, cracked his own. Spyrou bought bougie beer.
"You're happy," Micky accused. "You're fucking thrilled to go back to your shitty AHL paychecks."
Sometimes he couldn't fucking stand Henry McGee. The guy recruited him to Tennis Club and now he thought he was Tanner's guru or something. "What, because I'm not crying over something I knew would happen?"
"No, because your shoulders aren't around your ears for the first time since you got called up," Micky observed. He cracked his beer and sipped it. "That or you figured out the locker room. You and Lubetzky make nice?"
"Lubetzky's fine. I don't give a shit about Lubetzky."
He fixed his gaze at the window and sipped his beer. A heavy fog had rolled in before he'd arrived back, which made for a dodgy plane landing and a genuinely beautiful view, the sunset staining the sky above lurid, fiery orange.
Micky's asked, "You know how I spotted you in the change room your first training camp?"
Tanner rolled his eyes. "What, did I look at your dick or something?"
"Not even for a second," he replied. "You were fucking terrified from the second you walked in the room. Like you thought someone was gonna jump you. I figure, you know, normal little gay kid scared he's gonna get caught out." He drummed his fingers on the arm of the couch. "That wasn't it, was it? Or not the whole thing."
He sipped his beer and thought about getting up to leave. "It was my first time in an MLH locker room. Of course I was nervous."
"What'd you think was gonna happen?"
An image bloomed in his mind, unwelcome, and stole whatever Tanner had been about to say. "Whatever, man," he mumbled, heaving off the couch. He walked to the window, eyes scanning the bleeding edge of the sun on the clouds.
"The year I got drafted," Micky said, "they put itching powder in the rookies' jocks and told us all we probably gave each other herpes."
Something twinged at the base of his skull. Tanner lowered his shoulders, which had begun to creep up.
"The coaches made a big thing about banning hazing after that because one of the guys ended up with an ulcer on his ballsack and missed, like, five games." In the reflection in the glass, he watched Micky stretching out into the space Tanner had vacated, bare legs and torso stark and pale against the black leather. "Now I think the worst we do is... what'd we do to you guys? Get you really drunk?"
Tanner tipped his head to one side, then the other, stretching against the tension. "I dunno," he muttered. "I wasn't around for whatever it was."
"And they probably didn't do shit to you in the AHL because you're signed with the Mission," Micky guessed. Correctly, the asshole.
"Do you have a fucking point?" Tanner demanded, turning around to look at him.
Micky stared up at him from his lazy sprawl. "I'm just thinking to myself, you know," he drawled. "Hockey player who's a crazy control freak in bed and shaking in his fucking boots about joining a new locker room. Wonder where the fuck that comes from."
Tanner wasn't an idiot or delusional or whatever. He knew where it fucking came from. He drained the last of his beer. "Okay, and you don't talk to your dad and you shacked up with a guy twelve years older than you. See, we can both pretend we're shrinks."
The only thing Micky gave away was the twitch of his jaw.
"Are we fucking done talking now?" he demanded.
Micky got up, shaking his head like he was disappointed or some bullshit. "Yeah," he said. "Yeah, we're fucking done," and he stalked out of the room.





Poruks
	Poruks
	you come to utica december 20?

	Eastman
	yes
	you want to meet?

	Poruks
	yes! you can stay for more time at christmas holiday?

	Eastman
	i have christmas in buffalo december 24
	i can stay until then

	Poruks
	ok there is event in the utica zoo
	christmas lights very pretty
	we can go?

	Eastman
	yes we can go lol
	are you going to latvia for christmas?

	Poruks
	there is no time ((

	Eastman
	come to my house for christmas? in buffalo new york
	my family makes a lot of food
	gordy will come and maybe roz

	Poruks
	really?? yes please )))







Tanner liked hanging out with Poruks, once he'd gotten used to it. Sure, they couldn't say much to each other, but that was nice in its own way. This was their third time meeting up since he'd gotten sent back down to Worcester, and Roz had only been around for part of one of those times. They played tennis when it was warm enough, racketball when it wasn't. And now the zoo.
"We call it ūdrs," Poruks informed him at the otter enclosure.
"Oo-druss," Tanner repeated carefully, waiting for his nod of approval. He got it.
"Very cute," Poruks remarked as two of the otters wrestled in the water. "They are like you and Gordy."
He laughed. "I hope not. There's children here."
Poruks must have understood him well enough, because he grinned.
They spent one more night in Poruks's cramped studio apartment. They fooled around a little, mostly stuck to hands and mouths because Poruks was still figuring out what he liked, and it was too hard to get into the nuances of it, just the two of them. It was a lot of, Good? Okay? Yes? and then a lot of not talking at all.
Late the next morning, Roz and Gordy arrived, fresh off a four hour drive from Boston only to pile back into the car—Tanner would drive the rest of the way while they slept in back— for another three hours to the suburbs of Buffalo. Poruks got the aux chord and put on some soft pop in probably Latvian or Russian, he supposed, though Tanner wouldn't have been able to tell the difference if it was Klingon.
"What do we need to know about your family?" Roz asked about an hour out, emerging from a nap.
Tanner glanced at them in the rear view. Gordy was still conked out, but he'd been to Tanner's parents' house before, knew the drill. "Uh, everyone is fake polite, so just smile and nod and shit. My dad and brother will probably be all over you. They're geeking out that I'm bringing you home. You and Poruks are staying in the guest house, though, so we should be able to get away from them."
"Guest house?"
Poruks looked back at Roz, wanting a translation, so Tanner waited for him to give it before he answered: "It's on the property, over the garage. It's just, like, a little apartment. My mom was freaking out that it wouldn't be big enough for all of us, so Gordy and I are staying in my old room."
Roz translated, then asked, "What do your parents do for work?"
He knew Roz's family had money. Gordy's too, obviously. His mom was on some tropical island for Christmas, like usual. He had no idea about the Porukses. "My grandpa was a big finance guy, and my dad took over for him when he retired," he explained. "My mom teaches chemistry at the university."
"And you are a college dropout," Roz laughed.
Tanner flipped him off. In his pocket, his phone buzzed twice, a text. He pulled it out and passed it back to Roz. "Can you read that to me?"





Coach Addams
	Coach Addams
	heads up looks like we're gonna fly you out again starting Jan 4. best guess is 4-6 weeks. you'll get an official notice with flight info etc but i wanted to give you some notice since it's the holidays. merry christmas!











Greetings and introductions were an excruciating affair. Apparently someone had leaked to the extended family that Ilya Rozanov was going to be at their house, so in addition to his parents and brother, Tanner also had to navigate them around two uncles and four cousins who had decided to come for a visit. His mom kept trying to talk to Poruks, but she had no idea how to do it, kept talking in vague, flowery politeness that made his face go blank with confusion.
"Mom, he doesn't understand what you're saying," he muttered, steering her away and toward the kitchen, where he'd volunteered to help grab drinks.
She slapped his hand off her arm and said, "I'm trying to be a good host. What am I supposed to do?"
"I dunno, leave him alone?"
Which went over like a lead balloon.
Then, barely two hours' reprieve to nap and shower before Christmas Eve dinner, where one of his little cousins spent half the meal asking Poruks to teach him curse words in Latvian while his dad and Uncle AJ grilled Roz on whether Boston had fully recovered from last year's playoff run.
Tanner turned to his Aunt Jean and asked, "Hey, where's Chelsea?"
He got a smile so tight it might have torn right off her face. "Oh, she had to work," she said, and Tanner would have bet good money it was a lie.
The four of them retreated to the guest house after, Tanner sighing, "Sorry, that was fucking awful," as soon as they got through the door.
Roz made a dismissive noise. "My family is worse, I promise."
"Mine, too," Gordy agreed, "but at least there aren't so many of them."
They all looked to Poruks, and Roz prompted him in Russian.
"Oh," he said. "No, Mama is very good. I love her. My brother, sister, is more young but okay. Papa work Germany. Not many visit." His face went warm when he talked about them, despite the obvious effort it took to string so many words together.
Tanner asked, "Do you miss them?"
Poruks nodded. He patted his pocket, distended in the shape of his phone. "I call Mama in the morning," he said, sounding pleased.
The other three of them exchanged a quick look, which could have been jealousy or just wonderment. Imagine that: family you want to call. Tanner was five years older than his brother. He didn't dislike the kid, but he had nothing to say to him. He had nothing to say to any of the people in that house.
They watched a movie. After they were pretty sure the rest of the Eastmans had gone to their rooms for the night, he and Gordy headed back across the frost-crusted lawn to the main house, then to the attic where his childhood bedroom had been preserved like a shrine. Someone had made up an air mattress on the other end of the room, but they both ignored it and crawled into Tanner's bed.
"Thanks for having me over again," Gordy said. They hadn't turned off the bedside lamp yet, and the light caught in the pale blue of his eyes. "I know you aren't crazy about this place, but it beats spending time with my dad."
Tanner hummed. "Maybe we can play hooky next year," he suggested. "Just hang out in Boston, say we're going to each other's Christmases."
"Or San Francisco." Gordy said it delicately, like he didn't know how the words would land. They hadn't talked about him getting called up again since Roz told him in the car.
He rolled onto his back so he could look at the ceiling instead of Gordy's cautious face. Took a deep breath. "Look, Gord, I..." Another breath. "I think there's something I probably ought to tell someone about, and I think you're the only person I want to tell."
"Okay. About why you feel so weird about the Mission?"
"Yeah," he admitted. "I guess so, yeah." Tanner started to formulate the words, then decided to just start talking, see what happened. What came out was: "What's the worst thing they ever did to you in juniors?"
He saw Gordy's startle in his peripheral vision. "Oh. Um, I guess I kind of got off easy, probably. Because of my dad. I think I got my underpants stolen a few times. I had to steal something from our coach's office." Then, softer, "What about you?"
And here it went. "My first year, they did a faggot test." He glanced over for any sign of recognition, though he hadn't really expected it to be a known thing. Probably just something fucked up some guy came up with. "All the rookies had to strip down to our underwear and line up facing each other for an hour. Anyone that got hard was a faggot."
Gordy's mouth fell open in quiet horror. "Did you...?"
"No." Tanner laughed, but it sounded wet. "I, um, I probably couldn't have. I was more scared than I've ever been in my fucking life, you know? But I—while we were standing there? I clenched my jaw so hard, one of my molars cracked, and it started bleeding, and I couldn't let them realize what happened, so I just had to stand there swallowing blood for—I dunno. However long. And then after they let us go, I had to go puke it all up." His voice was shaking, but Tanner knew if he stopped, he wouldn't be able to start again, so he plowed on. "And I had to figure out a way to get my fucking tooth looked at, so I had to stage getting hit in the mouth our next practice so someone would take me to the dentist."
A hand settled onto his chest. Gordy said, "Four in, four out," then started breathing slowly on a four count so Tanner could follow it. He only realized then that he hadn't really been breathing.
Once his chest felt a little looser, he said, "I just don't like being at the bottom of the pecking order, you know? It was different, going into Worcester and Allen. And I don't know what to do about it."
Gordy tugged him over so Tanner was pressed along his side. He smelled familiar. "I mean, you know me," he said. "I'm a nervous wreck all the time."
Against his neck, Tanner asked, "What do you do? Your breathing exercises?"
"And sometimes I let someone I trust tell me what to do with my dick. Takes the guesswork out of things. Can't worry if I'm doing the wrong thing."
"Is that enough?"
Fingers carded through the back of his hair. "I guess it's gotta be. You know? For now."
Tanner breathed him in and nodded. "Yeah. For now."





The Tennis Club
	Cohen
	merry christmas goyim!! were in dallas gteting day drunk w archer
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	Archer
	for future reference barrett cant hold his liquor

	Lorenzo
	lmao hes 19??

	Vrubel
	surely thats legal in texas

	Archer
	it is if they dont catch you

	Hollander
	merry christmas everyone! marty is at my parents house with me

	Hunter
	ive got price and yams

	Eastman
	i got poruks roz and gordy

	Villa
	damn ok i didnt realize christmas was a competition
	easy wins :P







Roz and Gordy gave Tanner a lift back to Worcester from Utica, and Gordy drove, since Roz couldn't be trusted to stay within shouting distance of the speed limit on a highway.
Leaning up between the seats, Roz said, "Hey, I have been thinking about this weird sex game you two are doing."
Gordy laughed. "Sex game?"
"Yes, where he tells you what to do and you send pictures."
Tanner glanced back at him, grinning. "What, you want in? Need some direction?"
Roz shook his head. "Mm, no. I am wondering if you are interested in turning it around ever." When Tanner frowned at him, he added, "San Francisco is playing Montreal next week."
Understanding settled with a low quiver of arousal. "We are," Tanner agreed. "You got an idea?"
"Oh, I have lots of ideas," Roz agreed, a wicked smile on his face. "I will tell you exactly what I want you to do to Hollander. I want him to know it is from me. And I want to see when you are done."
Beside him, Gordy mumbled, "Jesus," and adjusted his dick through his pants.
Tanner licked his lips and twisted to face Roz. "Alright," he agreed. "Tell me."
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	Eastman
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	hows that?

	Rozanov
	tell him hes perfect
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"Oh, so you are planning to feed us!" Gilly called from across the patio.
Mark was deep in a debate over whether Philly had blown their top draft pick on Elwes ("He's nineteen, dude, he's just making rookie mistakes." "If any other rookie was playing like that, they'd be in the AHL by game three.") and about as deep into a glass of bourbon. He looked up and saw one of the WAGs, a new girlfriend whose name he hadn't learned yet, directing the caterers toward the tables in the glassed-in patio, their arms laden with food.
Normally, Angie would be on top of that kind of thing. WAG duties were one of the few situations where she could be around him without Mark worrying she'd slip arsenic in his drink.
He stood, the hand of his good arm braced on Pridski's shoulder. "That's my cue," he declared.
Heading back inside, he made himself a plate and scanned the space. The ladies had clustered in the living room, most wrangling at least one kid. Judging by the sound drifting from the library, Nass had gotten into his record collection. No sign of Angie.
Another cluster of teammates settled around the dining table, so he drifted in that direction and was halfway through his food when he finally saw her coming down the stairs, face a storm. She caught his eye across the room, ferocious, then plastered on a smile as she stepped into the living room.
Jesus. Who the fuck knew what that was about. Mark supposed she hadn't been too thrilled, having him around for winter break.
He had to skip the Winter Classic because of a tweaked shoulder (probably lost his Jeep sponsorship—they were pissed about scrapping the promo he'd done for it), but it wasn't like he'd been idle. He had physical therapy. The rest of his team was off, too, and that meant a parade of personal issues his teammates didn't want to bring up in the locker room: Betz took some weird supplements and was worried he'd get flagged for doping. Ruggie was battling a paternity suit from a stripper. Hyde's foot wasn't healing right; he thought the team doctor was jerking him around.
Mark wasn't captain anymore—passed that off to a young hotshot center three years ago after a knee surgery—but he had been for a long time, was still the alternate, and nobody wanted to take their personal problem's to a 24-year-old. Mark was the one with answers.
So he held court through winter break, hosted the team dinner because he had the biggest house. He dutifully absorbed details about his teammate's lives. He poured himself another bourbon, and another, and lost count by the time wives started withdrawing their husbands from the house.
Head fuzzy, Mark took in the mess even as the catering service made the worst of it disappear. The regular cleaners would come in the morning. By the time he woke, all traces would be gone.
Angie returned from bidding the last of their guests goodbye, scowled and made for the stairs.
"What?" he huffed, not sure why he was riling her. He knew better. He was drunk. "No goodnight?"
She spun to face him, jaw set. "I'm having my Bible study group over tomorrow," she declared. "We're using the living room here."
Which was annoying. She'd been doing this, encroaching more and more onto what had become 'his side' of the house. For years, she'd only crossed that imaginary border for team events or when they had family over. Mark's displeasure must have shown on his face.
"It's embarrassing," she insisted, "having to explain why I don't use the main area of the house."
"Is that what you're freaking out about?" he sighed. "Your fucking church friends are judging you?"
Angie went through phases with church: dove headlong into it for a few months, then lost interest. Got busy fucking other guys like she wanted him to notice. Then, like clockwork, repented again.
She weaved closer. She might be drunk, too, he realized, which meant neither of them would be the sensible one tonight. Getting right in his face, she hissed, "This is not freaking out, Mark. I have every right to freak out, and you would know if I was."
Mark bumped the tip of his nose against hers, because it was right there, because he suddenly didn't know the last time they'd even touched each other. It seemed to startle her. "Maybe you should, then," he challenged. "Get it out of your fucking system."
His wife kissed him.
He flinched away.
Tears sprang to her eyes before he'd even finished moving. Angie covered her mouth with her hand and choked, "What did I ever do to you?" but left before he could even begin to think of a response.
Mark got another bourbon.





Lorenzo
	Lorenzo
	hey did something happen with the investigator you hired for failor

	Archer
	yeah shit sorry i was gonna tell you at the game before break if my shoulder hadnt gone out
	basically he didnt think he had enough evidence to get a journalist interested without one of the other victims coming forward
	and you said your guy didnt want to
	but he said it was enough to spook the team if he brought the evidence to them
	why what are you seeing?

	Lorenzo
	hes gone
	theyre saying fuckall about it hes just fucking gone and we have a new video coach

	Archer
	awesome sounds like he was right

	Lorenzo
	ya holy shit
	thank you







He forgot he had PT in the morning, but his phone alarm didn't, and by the time he was at the training facility doing warm-ups under the watchful eye of the therapist, Mark wasn't sure if he was hungover or still drunk. The only thing the therapist said about it, very casually, was, "Did you drive here this morning?" and when Mark reassured her he'd used his car service, she only hummed.
The session ended with a swim in the infinity pool, and by the time he was dried and dressed, he felt more human.
"Archie," a familiar voice called as he stepped out of the locker room. The GM, Damur, was a hapless sort of schmoozer: a finance guy, never played hockey in his life. Mark never figured out exactly how he got the job, but he suspected family connections. "I was hoping I'd catch you."
Mark, glad he no longer smelled like a distillery, plastered on an amiable expression. "Hey, Dam. What's on your mind?"
If Damur was worth his weight in spit, it wouldn't be a conversation. Certainly not with Mark. It would be a text from his coach telling him whether he was coming on the road trip. But Damur was useless and, worse, knew it and overcompensated by lurking around veteran players saying, I want your read on the situation, and If you were in my shoes, and What's the word in the room?
It had been almost a month since he'd last seen someone from Tennis Club. The first stop on the roadie was Montreal, and if he spent one more week in that house with Angie, he'd probably never crawl out of the bottle, so he suggested he should come along with reduced ice time.





Hollander
	Hollander
	why the fuck are you on the ice again
	youve gotta be fucking kidding me

	Archer
	the ice is actually where i work but i can see how that might confuse you

	Hollander
	you could barely move your arm when you were here two days ago
	they really needed you that bad against fucking ottawa?

	Archer
	admit it youre just trying to scoop another sponsor from me

	Hollander
	what? no i already said i was sorry about that
	i had no idea my mom was gonna do that

	Archer
	im joking im givign you a hard time
	and i played like 15 minutes total calm down

	Hollander
	did you know injury recovery times can increase by as much as twenty percent for players in their thirties?

	Archer
	oh my god hollzy im not geriatric
	arent you supposed to be having an orgy at hunters place?

	Hollander
	and once an injury becomes chronic it can take four times as long to recover

	Archer
	why do you know that
	kid stop researching im begging you
	go fuck your boyfriend

	Hollander
	dont be stupid!

	Archer
	if i go back to the team doc will you chill

	Hollander
	yes
	and hes not my boyfriend







He sat out the last game of the roadie, plus one home game after that. Back on the ice for a home game against Tampa, and then it was off to New York, where the orgy scene was not what he'd been hoping for. Over lunch his first day in, just the two of them, Hunter sheepishly explained, "I've, um, kinda got someone staying with me right now."
Mark stared at him and, though he dreaded he already knew the real answer, hopefully suggested, "You're, what, billeting someone? Took in a rookie?"
Hunter's eyes skated away. "No. It's Kip."
"You've gotta be fucking kidding me," he sighed, leaning back in his seat, scrubbing a hand over his eyes. They'd taken a small private room at the restaurant, more for the comfort of speaking freely than any real concern about being recognized and bothered. Staring across the table at Hunter, he asked, "What the fuck are you doing, man? You know how easy that could blow up in your face."
With a helpless sort of shrug, Hunter said, "I like him. I like..." He cleared his throat, took a sip of his iced tea. "I like having someone around."
Mark pressed, "You live in New York. You're telling me you're not getting enough face time? With Price in Jersey? When's the last time you had to go a week without seeing someone?"
"It's different," Hunter insisted.
"It's stupid," Mark said, and when Hunter looked miserable instead of argumentative, he softened his tone and said, "You think you're the only one that wants that shit? Hunter, we all made choices to stay in the game. You think I'm living my ideal fucking life right now? There's gonna be a time, okay? It's not now. We don't get to have both."
Hunter's lower lip wobbled. He glanced at the door the servers had been coming and going from, but the coast was clear. He sniffled. "I know." He wiped at his eyes before any moisture could fall. "I just need to... I wanna see what it's like. Just for a little bit. I know it's stupid, okay? I just need..."
And they could argue themselves in circles over this, but Mark got the sense it wouldn't help. "What about Price?" he asked. "Would you come to his if he hosted?"
That got him a quiet, teary laugh. "God, if you don't like what I'm doing, you're gonna hate what he's up to these days," Hunter said.
"Don't tell me he's dating, too?"
He shook his head. "He's been going to a drag bar. Full makeup, I guess, so he doesn't get recognized. He's got a friend performing tomorrow night. He said he's thinking about doing his own show soon."
"Like, performing?" His eyebrows shot up. Jesus Christ, what planet did these New York boys think they were living on? "Makeup or no, the guy's a seven foot tall ginger."
Hunter laughed, seeming to resurface from his gloom. Maybe throwing someone else under the bus had done it for him. "Yeah, but you know how it is with Price."
Mark realized he really didn't. He didn't know the guy that well at all, maybe. He knew about the crossdressing stuff, sure, knew what got said in the club.
Hunter never addressed whether or not he would be hooking up anymore or if he and Kip were exclusive. Mark supposed it didn't matter for him—they wouldn't see each other again this season.
Edmonton would play New York the day after Dallas, so he and Dani got a hotel room to meet up, just the two of them, and Mark knew what to expect these days. Mark brought this on himself. He was the one who pushed Dani to work out the Russia situation, and his thoughtfulness would be repaid with an earful about Tanya.
(He hadn't, he thought less charitably, told him to go knocking her up again.)
It was nice enough to start. Blowjobs and a good, hard fuck. A leisurely makeout after, and Mark seldom acknowledged how nice that could be, the casual closeness that came with years of familiarity. When they rolled apart, Mark went for the mini bar while Dani lazily mopped himself up and sighed, "I needed that." A clear opening for the impending bitchfest, but Mark didn't begrudge it.
"You're in the majors full time now," Mark pointed out. "Don't tell me you're not getting laid."
"You want me to say you do it better?" he drawled. "Your ego, I swear."
He did preen to hear it, even couched in a dig. "Who've you seen lately?" he asked, wanting to fill the compliment out. See who he was stacked up against.
Dani smirked, knew exactly what he was doing. "Toronto. Cohen and his little toy Barrett. They enjoy what they do, but it is not my thing. Casey was in Edmonton, but I asked him to my house. He made a crisis about it." He waved a hand.
Feeling charitable, Mark made the opening: "Tanya still driving you crazy?"
A dramatic groan, a hand pressed over his eyes as if the question had caught him off-guard and wounded him. "I forgot how it is, when she was pregnant with Sanya. With the girls, I was in the US for this part. She has no temper at all."
Mark sat on the end of the bed. "No temper means she's not angry," he explained.
"But a short temper is bad," Dani argued. "No temper is worse."
He shrugged. "Not how it works."
Dani rolled his eyes and muttered something that didn't sound like Russian. The language he grew up speaking—Mark could never remember what it was called. It charmed him to hear it.
"Okay, okay, so she's cranky," Mark offered.
"Cranky," Dani repeated, seeming pleased with the word. "She makes me rub her feet all the time. It is the most I touch her since we were teenagers."
Not sure why, he admitted, "Angie tried to kiss me over break."
"How was it?"
Mark laughed. "Bad." Neither of them had gotten dressed yet. Dani's dick lay soft against his thigh. Gesturing at it, he asked, "Can you—y'know—with her?"
He shook his head. "When I was young, was easier. Now it is a whole thing."
It was the same for him. Sex became less and less frequent after a few years of marriage. Before he knew it, he and Angie hadn't fucked in half a year and his body suddenly didn't want to cooperate.
A tiny bottle of whiskey in one hand, Mark settled next to Dani, took a drink, then offered it over. "Are you nervous about the baby?"
Dani seemed to consider the bottle before accepting it and taking a drink. He shrugged. "It will be different, maybe. I was never home for the birthing. I was on a roadie and too young to take time off with Sanya. Was always..." He passed the bottle back and waved his hand in equivocation. "...like, something Tanya is doing. Not my business."
"This one is your business?"
"Maybe." Dani shifted closer, their shoulders touching, tipped his head down to rest his cheek on Mark's head. "You think it would be more easy with Angie if she had children?"
The very idea of it made his chest clench. "No. God, no. The last thing I need is another person that needs things from me."
In a low voice, Dani asked, "What if I need something from you?"
He'd wondered, over the years, if there might be something more there on Dani's side. The thought that he might be asking for it now made Mark as uneasy as the idea of a child.
When he looked up, though, Dani only waggled his eyebrows and looked at his dick, grinning.
Mark laughed, relieved, and set the booze aside. "Jesus, already?" he teased as he pushed him down. "Well, alright, if you need it."





Eastman
	Archer
	hey when are you getting into dallas

	Eastman
	afternoon
	we don't have to meet up u know

	Archer
	we dont have to not meet up

	Eastman
	dont be weird

	Archer
	feels weirder if we stop meeting ever

	Eastman
	bro what r u even trying to do here
	we dont fuck so whats the point

	Archer
	i meet up with a lot of guys i dont fuck
	come on we dont have to talk about anything you dont want

	Eastman
	wtf are we gonna talk about then
	...jesus wtf are you still typing

	Archer
	ok fine lets not meet up. i was gonna give you this name in person but i guess i can just send it to you here. marcia bialik 415-555-2717 shes a sports therapist a lot of the western teams use. nobody will think twice if you start scheduling sessions with her but ive heard shes good about helping guys with all sorts of things without letting the team know its not sports related. she does phone and video sessions so travel wont be an issue.

	Eastman
	seriously
	YOU are telling me to go to therapy?
	jfc dude look in the mirror

	Archer
	were not talking about me

	Eastman
	maybe we should
	how much did u have to drink this week

	Archer
	none of your business

	Eastman
	oh so u do get the concept!
	lmao nothing to say now huh

	Archer
	what if we make a deal

	Eastman
	what u stop drinking and i go to therapy?

	Archer
	sure

	Eastman
	go two weeks

	Archer
	no problem

	Eastman
	im gonna call u to check
	ill know if ur drunk







The first week sucked. He expected Easy to gloat, but he showed up the morning before their game with a 12-pack of lime Gatorade and a bottle of Thiamine and asked if Mark was okay to play.
"Jesus, it's not like I've got the shakes," he laughed.
Instead of checking, Easy shrugged and said, "Whatever. The internet said this might help," and gestured at what Mark supposed was probably a peace offering.
He still felt shitty about what had gone down, even if Easy started it. He knew better than to mess around with someone his age—for a lot of reasons—and he'd been too drunk and turned on to clock that anything was wrong until the kid suddenly yelled, "Stop! Stop!" like he'd been struggling to get the word out through his too-quick breaths.
The look on his face after was going to be burned in Mark's brain forever, probably.
True to his word, Easy called. Not every day, but regularly and unerringly around the times when Mark wanted a glass in his hand. Usually, he said something vague like, "What did you do today?" because he just wanted to listen for some tell in his voice that Mark wasn't sure existed.
Obnoxiously, he called when Mark was in Minneapolis with Berg. They hadn't even gotten their pants off when his phone started ringing, and when Mark told him where he was, Easy demanded he hand the phone over to Berg.
Berggren hummed thoughtfully, then leaned over and stuck his nose almost into Mark's mouth. "No," he said. "He is sober. Okay, Easy, talk to you later." He hung up, then laughed. "You have a keeper?"
Mark rolled his eyes. "Don't ask."





The Tennis Club
	Hunter
	heads up guys i think we finally got the calling feature figured out
	gonna take a little more doing than the pictures to keep everything secure but the designer thinks we can roll it out in a month or so

	Cohen
	awesome holy shit thanks

	Berggren
	ok to continue the bit from last time we all have to phone sex call hunter right away

	McGee
	might take a while
	guys who come quickest gotta go first lets make a list

	Martin
	dont be mean :(

	Eastman
	its so cute ur sticking up for barrett like that

	Martin
	DONT BE MEAN!!!!

	Hunter
	you can all go phonefuck each other and leave me be lol







He got home from the roadie, bag still in hand, shoulder aching from a bad hit in Winnipeg. He walked into the living room to find Angie perched on the edge of the couch, a piece of paper in her hand.
Mark looked around, like Candid Camera might be waiting in the wings. "Everything okay?"
"Take a seat," she instructed.
Maybe this was finally it. He sort of hoped it was. Mark sat.
Angie cleared her throat and announced, "I went through your phone."
A block of ice dropped in his stomach.
Then she passed over the paper, a printed photo of an iPhone screen, a text message conversation:





Maciek Niemieki
	Archer
	so I've got a situation up in your neck of the woods, need a discreet doctor that does house calls to take care of a girl in Toronto

	Maciek Niemieki
	lol u knock her up?

	Archer
	that's what she says....

	Maciek Niemieki
	sucks man
	ya I got you let me do some asking around

	Archer
	don't mention my name please

	Maciek Niemieki
	bro code, you got it








He looked up, trying not to look relieved. This was still a problem, but not catastrophic. An easy enough lie to carry. "How long have you had this?" he asked.
There were tears in her eyes, but the set of her jaw meant anger, not sadness. "Since winter break," she choked. "I needed some time to think about it. You can see how I'd be confused."
"What do you want me to say?" Mark sighed.
Angie's voice broke as she snapped, "Did you get a vasectomy or not? Or did it reverse?"
He passed the paper back. "You know I did. I don't know if this chick was lying or if something happened or what, but she said it was mine, and it was easier to just pay for it."
"Pay for the baby?" she nearly yelped.
"The abortion, Angie!"
She flinched, tears spilling onto her cheeks. She leapt to her feet. "Why are you doing this to me?" she demanded. "Eight years of marriage! I'm thirty-two years old, Mark. I'm never going to have a baby because of you!"
Mark scrubbed a hand over his face. "So divorce me!" he yelled.
"I can't!" she sobbed. "I have—I have nothing without you!"
Sick of her screaming down at him, Mark stood. Tried to keep his voice level and only partly succeeding: "No, you're not rich without me. You get five years of alimony. You can move in with your parents or your sister. You can go be a normal fucking person any time you want. Quit acting like I've got a lock on the front door, Ang! You want a baby, but not as much as you want your fucking Jimmy Choo and Prada. You're choosing this!"
Angie hit him in the chest, a weak thing he would barely have noticed if he wasn't a giant bruise on that side. "Then why don't you leave me!"
"I'm trying to be fair to you!"
She wiped her face. "You're not," she choked. "You're not being fair."





Eastman
	Eastman
	made an appt with the shrink for next week
	u slip up before then im gonna cancel it

	Archer
	believe me the fight i just had with ang yesterday
	if i was gonna slip up i would have done it by now

	Eastman
	ur good tho?

	Archer
	call if you need to be sure

	Eastman
	u want me to?

	Archer
	sure doesnt matter to me

	Eastman
	call in 5







Lorenzo was weirdly cagey as they arranged their next meetup in Dallas, and he didn't get less weird as Mark let him into the house and ushered him straight down to the basement where Easy used to live. Angie was still encroaching on the main area of the house, but she never came downstairs. It was more or less an independent apartment, with a small kitchenette, bedroom, and bathroom.
"You want something to drink?" he offered while he waited for the weirdness to dissipate.
"No," Enzo said. "I—can we just—just," and then all at once, he blurted, "What the fuck did you think was gonna happen? With your investigator bringing that shit to the team?"
Mark's eyebrows lifted. He got himself a Gatorade and leaned against the counter. "They got the guy off the team, right? What, did he come back?"
Beginning to pace, Enzo snapped, "No! No, he..."
And, Jesus, all the sudden, it looked like he was going to cry or hyperventilate or something.
"Enzo," he said. "Spit it out."
Enzo turned to him, face flushed. "He got a job coaching high school."
Fuck. Mark grimaced. He wished the news shocked him, but it didn't. "That sucks," he said.
"Are you shitting me?" Enzo demanded. "It sucks? No, this is a fucking nightmare! You know what he's gonna be doing to those kids, Archer. What the fuck are we gonna do?"
He took a sip of his drink. "Who's we? Look, kid, I did what I could, alright? I don't have a fucking magic wand. Hockey is full of scumbags. You want me to take down all of them?"
"I want you to do something about this one!" he yelled. "Jesus Christ, do you even care? Is this a goddamn chore for you, keeping kids from getting raped?"
Mark shook his head. "No. No, you don't get to fucking put that on me. I did what I could, and I'm sorry this is how it turned out."
"You made it worse!"
"I didn't do shit!" He slammed his drink onto the counter, green liquid splashing up out of it. The sharp movement made his shoulder twinge. Mark shook his hand and went to the sink to rinse it off. Reining his volume back in, he muttered, "I'm a player, okay? I have money. That doesn't make me powerful. Not when it comes to management. That's not how it fucking works. You've been in the majors for three years. How about you grow the fuck up and figure it out?"
When he looked up, Enzo was staring at him in open disgust.
Mark's eyes skated down below the bar. There was a bottle of 1792 Reserve on the shelf. "You should leave," he heard himself mutter.
"What?"
Clearing his throat, he said louder, "You should leave. Don't come over here just to yell at me for shit that isn't my fault, Enzo. How about you go talk to your fucking team? Didn't you say they all knew? Why the fuck is this on me and not every one of them?"
"Because they're..." Enzo's brow creased.
"Straight?" Mark guessed. "Right. You're right. I suck cock, and that means I'm responsible for every kid that ever got bad-touched in juniors. Get out!"
The last came out a yell, unintended, but it did its job. Enzo left.
Mark poured the rest of his Gatorade down the drain and opened the 1792.





Eastman
	Eastman
	appointments in the morning
	last chance to say u fucked up

	Archer
	sounds like you wish i did

	Eastman
	maybe a little
	can i call?

	Archer
	nah sorry im gonna turn in early
	shoulder is acting up

	Eastman
	wait isnt enzo there tonight?

	Archer
	he had a team thing
	we might have time tomorrow

	Eastman
	ok well goodnight

	Archer
	yeah good luck tomorrow







A hotel was more convenient the only other time he and Dani had met up in Edmonton, so Mark hadn't been to the house before. It was nice enough, good neighborhood, a small front yard with half-melted snowmen out front. Dallas had already hit the low 80s, but Edmonton was clinging to winter and his breaths puffed ahead of him as he rang the doorbell.
He wasn't really sure what he was expecting. For Dani to open the door, obviously. This was his family's home, but he'd assumed Tanya and the kids would be away, maybe, or else why would he invite him over? Yet as the door swung open, Mark had to adjust his gaze about a foot lower to meet the eye of a scowling, enormously pregnant woman with chin-length brown hair.
"Oh," he said. "Tanya, right?"
"You're Mark Archer," she said. Her accent was thicker than Dani or Roz's. "From Dallas."
"Yeah," he agreed. Somewhere in the house, a child shouted something in Russian. He felt like a child himself, showing up at a friend's house, navigating the parents. "Uh, Dani invited me over."
She made a displeased noise but gestured him inside. Tanya pulled out her phone, dialed, then held it to her ear. She snapped something harsh-sounding in Russian, ignoring Mark, waddling further into the house with her other hand supporting her distended belly. Inside, the house was all narrow angles and clashing textures. He could see the kids through an open doorway into a playroom, toys scattered on the floor. Tanya continued to argue into the phone.
Was Dani even here? Mark pulled out his phone and opened the app.





Danilov
	Danilov
	come to the back and text when you get here
	i will bring you through the garage







Fuck. That was on him for not checking.
The back door beyond the kitchen slid open and Danilov appeared, obviously frazzled. Mark cringed and held up his phone. "Sorry. Just saw," he explained.
Tanya said something sharp to Dani. He matched her tone, looking harried. She said something else, and they just stared at each other for a long, tense moment.
Looking self-satisfied, Tanya turned to Mark and said, "Well? You fuck my husband, yes?"
Jesus fucking Christ.
Dani, face flushed, said, "She won't tell anyone," maybe by way of apology. "She is just cranky."
Mark imagined Angie in the same situation. She wouldn't be cranky, she'd be murderous. A swell of shame overtook him. "I'm sorry," he told Tanya. "I shouldn't have come to the front door."
That seemed to appease her. She nodded. "Okay. You go with Kirya. He return eight o'clock to put children to sleep. You make him go, yes?"
"Yes," he agreed with the odd sense she had just extended an olive branch: help her wrangle Dani and he could be in her good graces. Mark found he desperately wanted to be.
He and Dani retreated through the back door. "Fuck," Dani said as soon as they were outside. "I'm sorry. I should have said earlier."
"My fault," Mark assured him.
"You know she can't tell anyone," Dani reassured. "Her visa is connected to mine. She would not want to anyway."
He tried to let that settle him, but it wasn't the fear of outing that had him feeling so rattled, just the fact that someone else—someone outside the club—suddenly knew. A woman knew.
There was a mother-in-law suite behind the main house, connected by a wood patio and attached to the garage. It was little more than a studio apartment. The main floor had a kitchen open to a larger sitting area, TV, and a gym full of free weights. A spiral staircase led to a loft above, and Mark could just make out the corner of a bed.
"Do you live out here?" he asked.
Dani went for the kitchen. "Mostly, yes. Tanya is cranky lately. I was in the US for past two pregnancy, and Sanya was different. She tells me to leave a lot. You want a drink?"
He desperately wanted a drink. "Just water or something," he said.
The responding surprised look didn't feel great, but Dani said nothing. He got two glasses of water, then said, "Sorry. She is a mood killer."
"How much does she know?" He tried not to sound freaked out.
Dani leaned against the counter. "She knows about Rozanov. He came to our house in the summer, because there was a situation."
"A situation?"
"Trouble. It was complicated. She knows I fuck men here in America. You show up, she asks, are you one of them? I say no, just friends. She does not believe it. She says, if I ask him, will it shock him? Will it out you?" He shrugged. "Here we are."
Mark sighed. "Here we are."
Dani offered, "She is not upset we are fucking. Probably she is upset I am fucking Ilya Rozanov and Mark Archer and I do not have better connections in hockey."
That startled a laugh out of him. "How long has she known?" he asked. "About you?" He'd known that Tanya was aware in a vague sort of way, but he'd always assumed it was something they didn't talk about, the elephant in the room.
"Hmm." Dani sipped his water, clearly doing the math in his head. "A little after Sanya is born. Six years. It was getting more difficult, having sex with her. She thought maybe she is ugly to me now she has a baby. She worried I will cheat, so she goes looking..." Another shrug.
It sounded so similar to what he and Angie had been through, minus the baby, but Angie just assumed, never investigated, probably didn't want to know. "How did she react?"
Dani set his water aside. He headed in that direction as he spoke: "I think at first she is just glad she was not the problem. It was difficult, of course. It is still difficult. She is afraid. She does not want to live this way, but what can we do?"
Mark followed him to the loft, stepping off the top stair as Dani tugged his shirt off.
"Enough chatting, okay?" Dani requested.
"Okay." He stepped up behind him, pressed his lips to Dani's neck, stretched his hands around the thickly corded muscles in his sides. They'd gotten to know one another pretty well, that first year Dani played with Dallas, in all the years since. Mark knew he liked a little teeth just below his ear and didn't mind being bullied onto the bed or a hand in his hair—as long as he didn't pull too hard. Knew Dani always prepped before when he had time, got impatient with protracted fingering. Knew that when he really got him close, the slap of skin a steady rhythm, thick thighs locked around Mark's waist like a vice, that the language he slipped into wasn't Russian. Knew that Dani wanted to be kissed until they caught their breath after.
They were in the middle of that when Dani's phone blared from his pants pocket on the floor. With a groan, he heaved Mark off of him.
"Can't it wait?"
"No ignoring when my wife is..." he began, then cut off and answered the phone in Russian. In a second, he was on his feet, pulling on his clothes, the phone balanced against his shoulder. He made an urgent but imprecise gesture at Mark that he interpreted as an instruction to get dressed.
When my wife is so pregnant, Mark filled in belatedly. "Shit, is this it?"
Dani made an affirmative noise. "Yes. Come on."
"I can call the car service," Mark told him. "Don't worry about me."
"No, you come with," Dani said, like it was nothing. "She moved the water." He made a gesture between his legs. "We do not wait for nanny."
"Her water broke?" Mark translated, yanking on his shirt. "What the hell am I gonna do? You want me to watch your kids?"
Dani headed for the stairs, smoothing out his hair. "I care for kids in car. You drive."
Getting everyone ready to go was a mad scramble. The older two children kept trying to assist with the youngest, but Mark wasn't sure if they'd helped or hindered the process. Tanya mostly stood with a hand braced on the counter, puffing slow, careful breaths and allowing Mark to help her into a coat. She sat in the front seat with him, Dani in back, and gave strained directions to the hospital.
A nurse met them at the door with a wheelchair. Dani passed him the toddler—he didn't remember if she was Yeva or Yulia—and picked up the other girl, letting the boy walk between them in a procession behind the wheelchair.
One of the nurses did a double-take when they walked by. It occurred to Mark, of course, that this was potentially a lot more attention than just visiting an old teammate. Then again, the actual story made as much sense as anything. He was visiting. Tanya went into labor. He was being a good friend.
In his arms, the toddler mumbled something in Russian.
"Sorry, sweetie, I got no idea what you're saying."
And then, before he really knew what was happening, Dani turned and passed over the other girl—who couldn't have been more than forty pounds but still awkward to one-arm with a thirty-pound toddler on the other side—and a door swung shut between him and the kids and the rest of the birthing procession.
A small hand tapped his arm. Mark looked down at Sanya, taller than he would have pictured him, above his elbow. "Who are you?" the boy asked, his accent less pronounced than his mother's.
"I'm Mark. I'm a friend of your dad's," he explained. "We were on a team together."
A nurse stepped into his peripheral and said, "Sir? Are you family?"
"Uh, no," he said. "Friend. I'm here until the nanny shows up, I think."
"There's a family room this way," she said. Leading the way, she turned her attention to the older girl, asking, "What's your name, sweetheart?"
Against Mark's shoulder, she mumbled, "Yulia," which answered that question.
The family room had a small sitting area with couches, a big carpet, toys, and a TV. Yulia squirmed out of his grasp immediately, racing Sanya for the toys. Yeva made a distressed noise against his chest, her thumb in her mouth. It was just after eight o'clock, but that was probably going on bedtime. Mark didn't know what the fuck he was supposed to do about that.
He sat on the couch and watched the older two play. At one point, Yulia whined, "How much time is it to have the baby?" and Mark had talked to enough teammates about the process that he could answer, "Could be quick. Could be a long time."
And the next thing he knew, he was waking up to the feeling of a weight lifting off of him, blinked his eyes open and saw Dani smiling down at him, lifting a curled-up, sleeping Yeva. She made a snuffling noise and curled over his chest like she knew the shape of it in her sleep.
Mark yawned and glanced around the room, spotted Sanya and Yulia asleep together on the opposite couch. "What time is it?" he whispered.
"Very late," Dani said, apologetic.
The circumstances caught up with him. "The baby?" he asked.
Dani grinned. "You want to meet him?"
They left the older children in the family room and went back across the hall to the birthing suite. Tanya still had a sheen of sweat on her face, but she was flushed and smiling, an impossibly small swaddle of blankets held against her chest. Dani said something to her as they walked in, and she looked up, laughing quietly when she saw Yeva.
Tanya patted the bed and murmured an instruction in Russian. Then, in English, "Thank you for watching them so long."
Mark almost dismissed the thanks, explained that he'd slept through the whole thing, then decided against it. "Happy to help," he said. He nodded at the baby. "Boy or girl?"
Dani set Yeva on the bed by Tanya, then reached for the baby. "Boy," he said, cradling the infant against his chest, turning so Mark could get a look at the tiny, scrunched-up face.
"Did you pick a name yet?"
Tanya and Dani shared a shockingly affectionate look.





The Tennis Club
	Archer
	guys say hello to Semyon Kirillovich Danilov
	IMG_2022.JPG

[image: Danilov, shirtless, holds his newborn child to his chest. The baby is bundled up in a blue blanket and hat, and has a scrunchy red face like something you'd find in the garden. Dani looks down, his hair falling in his face and tucked behind his ear, a tender expression almost hidden by the angle. In the background is the plastic bassinet of the hospital, against a blue wall with a strip of soft yellow paint. The yellow stripe is echoed on a curtain of similar color. Also, Dani's waist is soooo slutty. ]


	Villa
	wait were u at the hospital??
	lmao what??

	Casey
	congrats dani, hes beautiful

	Cohen
	i think im ovulating

	Poruks
	congratulations ))

	Archer
	i was with him when she went into labor

	Rozanov
	lol is his shirt off for a reason or is he showing off

	Casey
	skin to skin is good for the baby

	Williams
	ya its doing something for me too lol







It got a weird amount of play with the media, Mark being there for the birth of his old teammate's kid. They gave him extra media availability after the game, which was welcome in the face of all the games he'd missed this season. And, sure, he had to be bland about it—"They're a lovely family. I'm really happy for them, and it was cool to be a small part of such a special moment."—but there was a warmth to the story that felt nice.
Then, on the plane back to Dallas, he imagined Angie watching that interview.
When he got home, Mark did something he hadn't done in a long time: he went to her side of the house. Found her in the sitting room watching something on her iPad. She startled when he walked in and almost dropped it. Set it aside and sat up, knees to her chest.
Mark held up his hands, placating. "Look," he said, "what if we sell this place?"
Angie gaped at him. "What?"
"It's too big for one person," he reasoned. "Hell, it's too big for two, if we're being honest. We sell the place, I get someplace new and we buy one outright for you. Your name on the deed. Something small enough your alimony will cover the taxes until you figure something else out."
"You're divorcing me," she said.
He took a slow breath, rubbed his aching shoulder. "We get a divorce," he corrected. "You're not too old to have kids, Ang. You can find someone who wants that with you."
"Is this because of what happened in Edmonton?" Angie asked, cautious.
Mark shrugged. "Maybe. I feel like you're waiting around for me to be that guy for you, and I'm never gonna be, okay?" He hesitated, then moved to the couch and sat on the opposite side. "Ang, my dad barely knew I existed. He paid the bills, he cheated on my mom, and nothing I did was ever good enough to get his attention. I hated him 'til the moment he died, and now I just gotta live with knowing that was the only dad I was ever gonna get. I don't want to do that to someone else. I don't want to be a father. I'm sorry I didn't tell you that from the start. I don't think I even really knew."
Angie studied his face. Slowly, like he might spook, she uncurled and leaned across the couch, set a hand delicately on his bad shoulder. "I hate this house," she whispered, a confession.
His mouth tugged up into a lopsided smile. "Me, too."
"Okay," she breathed. "I'm ready."





Lorenzo
	Lorenzo
	hey do you have time for a call?

	Archer
	sure i havent tried this stupid thing yet anyway
	no time like the present

	Lorenzo
	[Phone Call][image: [Phone Call]]









Mark leaned back in his deck chair. It was warm enough that they could probably open the pool up soon, but they were waiting to see if the realtor thought they should. Phone pressed to his ear, he said, "Hey, Enzo, what's up?"
Across the yard, Angie was walking their landscaper through the gardens, pointing out the plants she wanted transplanted to the new house. Some fancy hostas she'd cloned during a gardening phase that just looked like leaves to him. She spotted him, smiled, and waved. He waved back.
Lorenzo sounded slightly breathless as he said, "So something kind of crazy happened in with the team yesterday. I didn't know who else I could tell."
"Don't tell me anything I shouldn't know," Mark requested.
"No it's—it's about Failor. I've been trying to talk to some of the guys about what went down with him, about how fucked up it is they let him go work with kids. And yesterday, I just kind of—I guess I kind of snapped? And I said it in front of everyone, I said, 'You all know what he was doing and none of you said shit about it,' and then Machanova—he's a real piece of shit—he was like, 'well you're so broken up about it because he probably went after you.'"
Mark's breath caught. He sat up. It wasn't the same, of course it wasn't, but it was too close to being found out.
Enzo went on, his words picking up speed, "But I said, 'I don't give a shit if you think he did or not! Because I'm not a fucking pussy unlike the rest of you. You're all so fucking scared of standing up to management, you're willing to let him go rape a bunch of kids, you fucking cowards!' And, I dunno, they actually started listening to me. And I just kept talking, and they all got more and more excited. And we—okay, maybe this part I shouldn't tell you, but we're gonna refuse to get on the ice for playoffs if the team doesn't release their investigation about Failor."
A grin had crept slowly onto Mark's face and taken it over so thoroughly his cheeks hurt. "Jesus, kid," he laughed. "You gotta talk to the union rep if you're gonna strike, okay?"
"Oh, he's on LTIR, I think," Enzo said.
"God. Okay, I'm gonna send you a phone number for a guy named Don. He's gonna try to talk you into taking over as the player rep in Chicago, and I want you to listen to me very carefully now, got it?"
A quiet, "Got it."
"I want you to say yes."





Archer, Berggren, Casey, Hunter, Kallio, Lorenzo, Paulsen
	Casey
	we've got room for a wing. i'm in good with the gm. i can do it.
	dm me his name. nobody else needs to know.
	don't tell him i arranged it.

	Lorenzo
	fuck
	thank you

	Kallio
	https://sports.yahoo.co...against-former-video-coach-04162015.html

	Hunter
	holy fuck

	Casey
	the team cooperated with the investigation?

	Paulsen
	never thought i'd see the day.

	Kallio
	Archer did your investigator have anything to do with this?

	Archer
	no this was all enzo
	proud of you kid
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I know a lot of people have been eagerly awaiting our gossip queen Yams, and here we are at last!!
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            [image: Williams is conventionally and objectively hot in a way that's unfair to the people around them. He has short, brown hair, brown eyes, and biceps that are the size of his head. His smile is dazzling. He's the mythic ideal of the nice football captain in a teen drama. ]        
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                if the league knew how many all stars are sucking dick theyd start drafting out of gay bars              












Archer
	Archer
	got a trade for you

	Williams
	wowwww mark archer stooping to gossip
	wdy want

	Archer
	anything about easy in the past two months

	Williams
	what do i get <3 <3 <3

	Archer
	something about me

	Williams
	ugh that could be anything
	u go first ill decide if its good enough

	Archer
	angie and i are moving out of our house and getting a divorce

	Williams
	hm

	Archer
	thats gotta be good enough!

	Williams
	it WOULD be but ppl r gonna find out anyway?
	AND its the kind of thing u dont wanna tell ppl so ur just leaking it to me so u dont have to

	Archer
	i quit drinking

	Williams
	oh wow thats great good for u!!
	im really proud of u thats huge arch

	Archer
	...you already knew didnt you?

	Williams
	well ya but ill take it anyway gossip on the house
	easys going to therapy and doing like a big soul search thing
	apparently he was freaked out about san fran but hes feeling better now
	and hes talking a lot about how hes never felt close to other men before tennis

	Archer
	who the fuck gave you all that??
	is gordy telling you shit like that?

	Williams
	not gordy
	that source is confidential

	Archer
	i have something big on roz if you tell me

	Williams
	how big

	Archer
	BIG

	Williams
	swear secrecy on your acl and mcl and youve got a deal

	Archer
	ok ok

	Williams
	guys like to dump their issues on poruks bc he doesnt understand any of it
	and then i uhhh
	help poruks with his comprehension

	Archer
	holy shit thats low even for you

	Williams
	but youre not gonna tell anyone!!

	Archer
	and youre cutting that shit out NOW
	and apologizing

	Williams
	ugh fine
	roz goss??

	Archer
	danis wife knows he and dani are fucking

	Williams
	holy fuck?
	ok worth







Through years of careful study, Taylor had found the best way to ward off gay rumors in the MLH, other than pulling loads of pussy (which he did), was to act gay as hell right out in the open. So none of his teammates blinked an eye as they headed out of the cafeteria at the Garden, when he shoved a hand in Yeggy's face and said, "Shut up, I gotta go fuck this guy," then took off down the hall at a sprint. He collided with Hunter's back, slung an arm around his shoulders, and drawled in the affect of an old timey movie, "Hey, good lookin', how's about you let me show you a night on the town?"
Hunter, to his credit, barely stumbled, barely reacted at all except to shoot him a glare and dryly request, "Get the fuck off me, Yams."
Taylor shook him obnoxiously. "Nooo! Come hang out with me!" He turned to the nearest Admiral, one of their third-line forwards, and pleaded his case: "Burke, tell him he's not gonna find a hotter date than me tonight."
Burke smirked at Hunter and said, "This is what you get for feeding strays."
"Yeah," added the goalie, Bennett, "but that one's pretty enough to be a show dog."
There had been a time where Yams got defensive about the pretty boy comments, but much like warding off gay rumors, he'd found the best course of action was to lean in and take them as compliments and not the digs they were meant to be.
"See?" Taylor goaded.
Still burdened by Taylor's awkward hold around his neck, Hunter rolled his eyes and said, "You can buy me dinner, but I'm not putting out."
Taylor winked at Burke and Bennett. "We'll see about that," he joked.
And so nobody thought anything of it when the two of them spilled onto the street together, finally a respectable distance apart, and headed off.
"I thought you'd be on your way across the river to hang out with Vrub and Price in Jersey," Hunter commented, keeping his voice low.
"A-ha, so you are on-again," Taylor replied, referring to Kip. Figuring out whether he and Hunter were together or broken up or keeping it casual or taking a break or whatever had been an endless guessing game for over a year. "I thought so. You look guilty-miserable."
Hunter shot him a glare. "I don't look miserable," he argued. "He doesn't make me miserable."
Taylor held his hands at his shoulders, nonthreatening. "Hey, guilty-miserable is an improvement in your case. When you're off-again, you look suicidal-miserable." Then, because the words made Hunter's expression crumple, Taylor quickly bumped their shoulders together and said, "So are you in a rush to get home to him or what?"
A furtive glance around them. "I'm not gonna fuck you," Hunter said, apologetic. "You should go find Vrub and Price."
"I just saw Price last week," Taylor dismissed, "and Vrub pisses me off like it's his job."
Vrub wasn't intolerable or anything. They'd gotten to know each other pretty damn well while Taylor was playing in the LA suburbs before he traded, probably too well. Vrub had a tragic Eastern European sort of melodrama about him. Taylor could be dramatic, too, but in an opposite and non-complementary direction.
"Why, you gotta run home to the hubby?" he asked, and when Hunter started dithering like he might say yes, Taylor gave his elbow a rude yank and said, "Come on, you said dinner! And I want a drink. And I've got a genius idea to solve both our problems."
"I don't have any problems," Hunter insisted, but he motioned up the street and said, "There's a bar up here with decent food. What's your problem?"
"My problem is you don't wanna fuck me," Taylor explained patiently. "Your problem is looking like you don't have a live-in boyfriend." Before Hunter could argue, he barreled on: "And the solution is we pick up a couple of girls, then you dip on our way out and I get to fuck them both."
Clearly trying to look annoyed, Hunter smiled. "That what you want?"
Taylor nodded. "Yep."
"Alright," Hunter sighed. "I can work with that."





[image: A grinning portrait of Taylor Williams]

Taylor Yams Williams [Verified] ✓⃝

@Yams_Williams28


Just saw @ScottHunter21's new Under Armour billboard. The sexiest player on the @WashingtonBanners is also available for brand deals... just saying 😋 #HotOnTheIce #DmenDeserveBillboardsToo

[image: A selfie of Taylor Williams. He's shirtless, standing casually, one arm up to take the selfie with a strong downward shadow. His face looks very dramatically lit, and his abs are really popping. His expression looks faintly smug. He might also be pantsless, you can really see the girdle of adonis. Also pubic hair. ]
11:37 AM · Mar 29, 2015


74 Retweets    21 Quote Tweets    488 Likes







Hollander, Martin
	Williams
	ok so hollzy gets a car from his fucking brand deals
	but u know what i get???

	Hollander
	you got a brand deal? that's great!

	Martin
	he is setting us up for a joke i think

	Hollander
	oh

	Williams
	button up pajamas that look like bert and ernie would wear them
	or the secretly gay husband in some 50s sitcom
	NO do u guys remember bananas in pajamas

	Martin
	LOL what??
	i looked up the bananas is that what they really look like??

	Williams
	i didnt even ask for them T___T
	some company just sent them and said if i post a pic in them on insta theres "more where that came from" broooo wtf

	Hollander
	clothing sponsorships can be good tho
	unless posting pics in them would ruin your image or something
	how bad are they

	Williams
	what do u think
	IMG_3022.JPG

[image: A selfie of Taylor Williams. He's kneeling on a bed, wearing a set of blue and white striped pajamas, with the buttons on the shirt undone. He has one arm up to take the selfie and the other holding a pillow threateningly. He's grinning goofily. ]


	Martin
	ugh why do you look hot in everything
	you do look super gay tho sorry

	Hollander
	...that's pretty bad yeah
	are they nice quality at least?

	Williams
	they tore up the ass while i was putting them on lol

	Martin
	hey easy access!!

	Williams
	ya should i wear em for roz and gordy next week?

	Hollander
	roz would think its funny actually

	Williams
	ugh i need to get some real brand deals tho
	hollzy how did u get calvin klein
	u think i could be the next hockey underwear model?

	Hollander
	idk my mom set it up for me

	Williams
	omg what T____T







Roz did, in fact, find the pajamas hilarious, particularly when Taylor answered his front door wearing them and then made a show of complaining that he and Gordy didn't "like his lingerie," then even more so when they tried to cram Gordy into them and most of the rest of the seams gave up.
"You look like the Incredible Hulk when he turns back into a regular guy," Taylor wheezed, flopping back onto his bed.
Both of the shoulders had popped, the sleeves pooled around Gordy's wrists, leaving him in an absurd-looking pajama tank top. Roz circled behind him, humming, "I do not read much comic books, but..." He reached down to cup his balls where the tear in the ass had advanced into the crotch. "I think I would remember this part."
Gordy laughed and swatted his hands away. "Alright, help me unbutton these stupid sleeves," he griped, holding one of them out for each of them.
They helped him out of the tattered pajamas, leaving Roz as the only one fully clothed. Taylor caught his eye and grinned as he remembered his other instruction from Hollzy. "Oh, hey," he said, "Roz, I've got something for you from Montreal."
The way his eyes lit up was such a dead fucking giveaway. "Oh?" he asked, playing at casual.
"Yeah. Gordy, I need you to help me give it to him." Taylor grabbed the chair from the corner of his bedroom and dragged it to the foot of the bed. Roz's eyes widened immediately. He patted the cushion. "You get to sit where I was in Montreal. They made me pay really close attention so I could do it just like they did."
Apparently this was a new game between Roz and Hollzy. Taylor would think it was cute if it wasn't so fucking hot. Maybe it could be both. He dragged a willing Gordy onto the foot of the bed, both of them kneeling, and then cupped his face in both hands and kissed him, sloppy and open-mouthed so Roz could appreciate the tongue action.
"Which of you is Marty, which is Hollander?" Roz asked.
Taylor grinned. "Well, I'm the one you get to fuck when we're done with the show, so... I'm Hollzy."
Roz grabbed himself through his pants, shifted in the seat and licked his lips. He nodded. "Okay. Show me what they did."





Poruks
	Poruks
	i have long talk with easy today can i ask you some phrases?
	he talks about daddy problem but i am confused because he talk about archer? his daddy not hockey person. i do not think easy daddy knows archer.

	Williams
	oh my god ok god help me

	Poruks
	a problem?

	Williams
	rux i have to tell you something and im really really really sorry

	Poruks
	ok we are still friends ok promise

	Williams
	i do want to help you with your english!! but i asked to help you this way because i wanted gossip
	tenkas
	im REALLY sorry T___T

	Poruks
	really?

	Williams
	i am a bad person T________T

	Poruks
	no no it is a little funny!
	roz say you know everything always about all tennis club. people say secret things and i need help. i want only telling you because yams he says already know.
	but now it is you know because i tell you!

	Williams
	oh my god lmao
	youre so fucking cute
	ok so the phrase easy said is probably 'daddy issues' which is CRAZY







Hollander, Martin
	Martin
	any leads on your brand deals yams? our team talked about your twitter post today while they made fun of hollander for his new print ad

	Williams
	lmao the calvin klein one??
	who tf is making fun of that hollzy you look HOT

	Hollander
	haha thanks

	Williams
	im still working on my future as an underwear model
	IMG_3030.JPG

[image: A selfie of Taylor Williams. His head is tilted a little back, shirtless, one arm up to take the selfie. It's all in black and white,and his jeans are pulled down to expose Tommy Hilfiger underwear. He's doing the model face, a little pouty, but his lips are just a little quirked up at the corners. ]

	u think i got what it takes hollz?

	Hollander
	are you asking or making fun of me lol

	Williams
	i cant do both??

	Hollander
	youre hot enough for tommy hilfiger for sure
	idk about calvin tho :/

	Martin
	XD

	Williams
	HOLLZY UR SO MEANNNNN







Hunter's mouth descended on his about two seconds after Taylor shut the front door, lips chapped and breath fresh enough he must have popped a mint or something before he came over. Taylor fell back against the wall in the entryway, gasping and taking it eagerly before his higher cognitive functions could catch up and he, finally, nudged Hunter back.
"Hold on," he protested. "Did something happen? With Kip?"
A shake of the head, Hunter's eyes never leaving his lips. "No. Away games are fine."
Before he could go in for another kiss, Taylor caught him by the jaw, redirecting his face until their eyes met. "What does that mean?"
Hunter huffed, like this was some great inconvenience and not a reasonable fucking question. "It means Kip and I talked about it, okay? He knows this isn't going to be, like... conventional. With my travel and him wanting to be out doing... stuff I can't be seen doing." He tensed in Taylor's arms as he said it, his discomfort palpable. "So we're exclusive when I'm home, and when I'm on the road..."
"Is that what you want?" Taylor asked.
The corner of his mouth twitched like a smile gone wrong. "Yeah," Hunter said. "I missed you."
Taylor softened, though something still didn't feel quite right. He smiled back, maybe hoping if he showed Hunter how it was done, he'd get a real one in return. "You saw me two weeks ago, weirdo," he teased, but he tugged Hunter further into the condo.
It was a Hollzy special, of course, and he'd really gone into a tailspin over the real estate environment of D.C. during the shopping phase. For the price of absorbing endless ramblings about building height limits and investment value and historic building designations—plus a hefty downpayment— Taylor scored a really nice condo with a view over the Potomac, exactly halfway between the arena and the training center in Arlington.
"What do you want?" Taylor asked when they stopped to kiss in the hallway outside his bedroom.
"Fuck me," Hunter whined, like he worried he might not get it.
So Taylor gave him what he wanted: stripped him and pushed him on the bed and ate him out until he was squirming so hard Taylor had to abandon ship or risk a broken nose. He made a show of waggling the condom in the air when he got it, warding off what would have been the millionth snarky comment since the summer. Then he hoisted Hunter's ankles over his shoulders and drove into him until he forgot how to do anything else, until everything narrowed to the angle of his hips and which groan or whine or shout it won him.
Sprawled together after, Hunter mumbled, "It's not fair you look hot when you're about to come."
Taylor laughed. "What?"
"I mean, you look like that all the time," Hunter griped, though Taylor knew it was a compliment. "It'd be decent to the rest of us if you had a stupid-looking O face to balance it out."
Despite years of getting teased for his looks by teammates, he never got sick of hearing about it from his friends in Tennis Club. "Sorry," he joked. "I asked the team doctor. He said there's nothing we can do about it. Terminal hotness."
Hunter tugged him back in for another slow, lingering kiss. "Guess we'll just have to make the best of it," he murmured.










The Tennis Club
	Casey
	hey i know weve all been more lax on rules altely but im gonna be the wet blanket again... can we not fuck with the no sex during playoffs rule this year?

	Berggren
	we did not make playoffs so i agree none of you get to fuck!

	Hollander
	ha ha
	but yeah case has a point there are a LOT of us in playoffs this year

	Williams
	do i even need to say it??

	Danilov
	yes yes now do not let your magic gay hockey powers get you in trouble

	Rozanov
	who can fuck during playoffs anyway
	last year i was so tired between games i would die if i jerked off

	Lorenzo
	skills issue
	ill be good tho :P

	Poruks
	is it normal for so much of you is in playoffs?
	i think it is 13 persons?

	Eastman
	13 is a lot
	but tennis club is on 14 teams so not too weird

	Cohen
	hate to say it but i agree
	the media attention in toronto has been crazy
	roz gordy lets not even look at each other when ur here lol

	Williams
	ok but hunter and i are friends publicly
	wouldnt it be weird if we were avoiding each other suddenly

	Hunter
	not during playoffs
	just focus up and we can hang out this summer ok?

	Kowalski
	but villa and i live together?

	Villa
	lol theyre not talking about us babe

	Vrubel
	media is a smaller problem here but we will be careful anyway
	everyone on their best behavior







Berggren
	Williams
	i heard a rumor

	Berggren
	and the grass grows when it rains

	Williams
	i heard ur not going to sweden this summer

	Berggren
	i heard enzo is on my shit list for telling you my business
	not a big deal yams
	my father is getting knee surgery and it will make more stress for my mother if i am home at the same time

	Williams
	ok so are u staying in minneapolis

	Berggren
	you already know the answer stop being stupid
	my teammate does off season training in detroit so i will go with him

	Williams
	mhm u know who else does off season in detroit
	give you a hint... hes sixth in assists this year and currently being murdered by the metros
	hes really cute he used to be in love with youuuu
	name rhymes with smeeli smohen

	Berggren
	yes ok we will probably spend some time together
	happy?

	Williams
	oh i will be >:)







True to their words, he and Hunter avoided each other through the first two games in New York, then the next one in DC. They were 2-1 in New York's favor, all wins on home ice advantage. But if he caught Hunter's eye from across the ice during the national anthem and smirked (he resisted the urge to wink), that was nobody's business.
Washington had made playoffs last year, too, but were swept in four in the first round. Things felt different this year, more energy going into it, more hunger. Taylor had thought the team wanted it last year, but in retrospect, they hadn't, really. They did now.
He rarely ended up against Hunter's line, thank god, and was mostly there to let the more seasoned d-men catch their breath, but Taylor was hardly asleep on the job. He'd personally knocked the Admirals offense out of the zone twice by second period, deflected an attempt on goal, and got Carter Vaughan up against the boards hard enough that Hunter threw a fit over him not getting a penalty.
At the start of third period, they were up by two, and the Admirals had murder in their eyes. They came at the zone with frantic desperation, taking any and every shot they thought they might have. From the bench, Taylor saw Midsky starting to wear thin on the defense, rose from his seat and hovered at the board, ready to swap out well before he reached the bench, Taylor's skates hitting the ice a second after Midsky's left it.
The Admirals' second line was advancing through the neutral zone quickly, so Taylor sprinted ahead, ready to make traffic in front of the goal, turned to greet the onslaught.
The world spun.
On his elbows and knees, blood dripping onto the ice below him, pain radiating so intensely he couldn't really tell where it was coming from, then certain it was his mouth, his nose. His whole fucking face throbbed with his pulse. Something sharp caught on his tongue. Without thinking, he spat, and a piece of tooth landed in the blood.
Someone was over him, touching his back. Medic. Someone helping him up. "Yams, you with me, buddy?" he asked. Ian—Taylor knew Ian.
Taylor tried to say something affirmative, but it hurt like a bitch. He tried to cup a gloved hand over his mouth, but Ian pressed a towel to it instead. The din of the arena returned as Ian and another medic got him to his feet and guided him away. Down the tunnel.
Someone helped with his skates, took his gloves when he shook them off. They got him in a chair and began asking the basics: Where is the pain? Do you have pain in your neck or head other than your face? How many fingers? Move your fingers for me. Now your toes.
The initial shock of pain began to fade into something more comprehensible, his faculties returning bit by bit. Beside him, Dr. Edwards was saying, "I can't rate his GCS above a twelve."
"He's only scoring low in verbal," the assistant coach argued. "Of course he can't talk, look at his fucking mouth. That doesn't mean he's concussed."
"You want the union up your ass over a third line defenseman?" Dr. Edwards snapped. "I'm sending him to the hospital. If Trier doesn't like that, he can take it up with me after."
Taylor wasn't sure if it was chafing at being brushed off as disposable or if he just thought he was supposed to, but he tried to protest, tried to insist they could patch him up and send him back in, but it all came out a garbled mess. He couldn't even understand himself.
Dr. Edwards gave the coach a told you so sort of look.





Noyer, Paulsen, Spyrou
	Noyer
	yams i know you're probably in medical but let us know you're ok when you can

	Paulsen
	fuck that looked rough, i'm sorry.

	Spyrou
	what happened? mick and i are at the mission game

	Paulsen
	took a puck to the face. looked gory. he walked off but they pulled him from the game.

	Spyrou
	jesus and a face like that....







The Tennis Club
	Price
	oh no yams took a puck to the head :(

	Villa
	beat me to it fuckkkk
	that looked so painful

	Gardonyi
	shit is he ok? we were watching mtl

	Berggren
	ya i switched to dallas what happened

	Casey
	looked bloody but he walked off the ice alright
	they pulled him from the game

	Villa
	he was just changing in too
	it was a wild shot right under the visor
	bad luck

	Lorenzo
	that sucks :(

	Danilov
	is hunter looking okay since they pull him?

	Price
	he wasnt on the ice for it so they didnt show him during
	good poker face now but i bet hes feeling awful

	Rozanov
	ugh cannot imagine having to play the rest of the game not knowing

	Kallio
	I just saw the news alert. Yams please tell us how you are when you can!

	Casey
	he might be on concussion protocol

	Lorenzo
	oh yeah duh :/
	should someone try calling him later?

	Price
	hunter can go see him in person

	Danilov
	good idea







Taylor tried not to spiral out. As injuries went, it wasn't bad at all. Nothing like what Micky went through. He barely even had a concussion. A broken nose was like a splinter for a hockey player. The reconstruction on his upper lip was relatively minor. The scar would fade. His teeth... well, lots of guys in the league were missing teeth. Marty had a flipper. Roz had a couple of front molars missing. Easy was missing one in the back. Noyer had a partial denture the whole time Yams knew him, though he'd probably gone ahead and gotten implants since retirement.
The dentist couldn't do anything with him until the lip healed anyway.
The fact of the matter was Taylor spent all of his youth hockey career embarrassed about the comments he got on his looks, wondering if maybe a missing tooth or cauliflower ear would make other guys take him more seriously, but once he'd gotten over that, he'd let himself become pleasantly vain. Yeah, I'm pretty. Nice of you to notice. What of it?
A knock on the door stirred him from his brooding, and then Hunter's creased, contrite face peeked in.
"Don't say it," Taylor slurred, his mouth still half-numb.
Hunter slipped inside. "Don't say what? 'How are you'?"
He'd meant, Don't say I look like shit. "I'm okay," he mumbled.
Leaned against the wall by the door, Hunter sighed. "I might let you off with that," he said, faux-apologetic, "but I've got, like, twenty five guys blowing my phone up right now, and they're gonna want better than that."
Taylor almost smiled, but the pain stopped him before he could get carried away with it. "Concussion is minor," he reported, skipping over or lisping through the sounds he couldn't make. "Broken nose. Cheekbone. Busted some teeth. The lip is the worst of it."
"It looks pretty badass," Hunter said, which didn't help, but maybe the fact that Hunter thought it would help—the fact that he was trying—maybe that helped. He held up his phone. "You want me to send them a pic?"
His chest felt tight at the thought of it. Taylor shook his head quickly, and something must have shown through all the bruises and swelling on his face, because Hunter put his phone away immediately.
"Got it," he murmured. Hunter watched him quietly, that solemn expression of his that got unnerving after about five seconds, and it went on a lot longer than that. Finally, he stepped closer, tugged over the privacy curtain between the bed and the door, then bent and kissed the top of Taylor's head. "We love you," he whispered. Another kiss on his forehead.
Taylor shut his eyes.
"I love you. I'm sorry you got hurt."





Vrubel
	Williams
	i got the care package
	thanks <3
	and thanks for not sending soup like everyone else lmao im gonna turn into a soup

	Vrubel
	thats the flavor you like right? strawberry? i thought maybe it was cherry but i looked at the website and they dont have cherry

	Williams
	ya the strawberry is perfect
	idk if ive ever seen cherry but that actually sounds good
	hey when u retire maybe u can start a protein shake company that does cooler flavors

	Vrubel
	good idea
	you can taste test for me

	Williams
	lol ur still gonna talk to me after u retire?

	Vrubel
	sure why not? i can stay in the app now

	Williams
	idk i always figured ud drop us like a hot potato
	sorry that wasnt me trying to be a dick or anything

	Vrubel
	its okay
	im sorry i made you think that
	and i know i probably made you think it a lot
	i am careful with my feelings but i do care. i heard about your injury during intermission and i was very frightened for you, especially after what happened to micky.
	im glad you are okay

	Williams
	thanks vrub







The upside of Taylor's mangled mouth was he had a good excuse not to talk to anyone, and there were plenty of people who wanted to talk to him: parents, sisters, agent, coach, not to mention the media. Taylor was no Shane Hollander, and DC wasn't Montreal, but a gory hockey injury had a way of getting attention, and the Banners hadn't been shy about pimping him out on socials before all this.
Which was probably why his agent was so keen to talk to him.
Because Taylor was no Shane Hollander, and he was also no Liam Casey or Aron Berggren. He had a realistic idea of his abilities, and he wasn't a bad player. He was okay. Just okay. The Banners had a dozen just-okay d-men they could pull up from the minors or sign on a whim. They signed Taylor because girls liked to see him in social media promos.
So he declined calls. He sent off identical texts explaining that he couldn't talk coherently and was supposed to avoid excessive screen time. He hid out in his condo and drank soup and protein shakes until he felt like an overfilled water balloon. He put the TV on and listened with his eyes closed as the Banners beat out the Admirals in the fifth game, putting them just one game away from advancing.
Three days after the accident, Taylor's phone rang as he was getting ready to go in for PT. He declined. It rang again.
Sighing, he answered, and before he could get a word in, Jack from player services said, "Hey, I know you can't talk. Sorry. There's a fucking motorcade or something—I can't get to your building. I looped around to the Kennedy Center. Can you walk over to meet me?"
Taylor managed a, "Yeah," then hung up and hesitated in front of the entryway mirror. His face was almost unrecognizable under the swelling and bruising. He doubled back to his bedroom and pulled on the bulkiest sweater he owned, hood up.
Jack wasn't on F street, which was his first guess, so Taylor pulled out his phone to call back and see if he was supposed to schlep his ass to the other end of the building. He glanced up just as he was about to hit the call button and saw a phone raised in his direction. Just some guy. Snapping a picture.
He struggled to pay attention through PT, which was tame anyway. Thirty minutes on a stationary bike and a bit of resistance band training. They thought he could be back on the ice in less than two weeks, but whether or not that would matter would be decided without him in the next game or two against the Admirals. Taylor couldn't decide which was worse: getting back on camera looking like this after they carried on fine without him or not getting the chance to reaffirm his position on the team before the season ended.
Concussion protocol be damned, the second he got home, Taylor dropped onto the couch and started scouring social media for mentions of 'Yams' and 'Banners' since his legal name wasn't exactly the easiest to google. It didn't take long to find the photo.





 
🥅


puckfunny

@puckfunny


for reference, this is what the ny admirals took from us

[image: A selfie of Taylor Williams. He's wearing short swim trunks and his hair is wet. His swim trunks are volcom branded, dark blue and covered in vaguely botanical scribbles. He's brightly lit, standing with his weight on one leg, one arm up to take the selfie. His grin is a little goofy.]
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YardBird @YardBird [Verified] ✓⃝ · Apr 25


Banners defenseman Taylor "Yams" Williams spotted in DC for the first time since his on-ice injury earlier this week.
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x @dan4bans · Apr 25


this is like if someone punched the mona lisa in the face




 
🏒


creasergirl @shaunabee22 · Apr 25


if I see Cale Wagner on the streets of DC it is on SIGHT we had ONE good looking player on this trolls ass team I'm SICK




 
🏳


tjenno43 @mitchellskatz · Apr 25


brutal. hope he's able to return to the ice soon!




 
X


BANNERS IN 6 @dcsportsfreek69 · Apr 25


ok but hes walking around so whys he not on the ice?? its playoffs bro suck it up




 
🤙🏻


yeggsfordays @puck5d33p · Apr 25


how many teeth you think he got left? 5? 6?






bob_mcnaughton @bob_mcnaughton67 · Apr 25


maybe now he looks like a real hockey player yams'll actually be able to defend the fucking zone









Taylor spiraled. He scrolled Twitter, reading the replies and related posts until his head pounded behind his eyes and his vision blurred, and he had to put the phone down or else he would puke, and then he puked anyway. And then he had to look at the fucking phone again to text the doctor that he'd puked. He got an immediate call back, mumbled his way through a series of questions, then hung up and curled up on the couch.
He slept.
His phone buzzed periodically, a few single-pulse messages, a few calls. Taylor ignored them all as he slipped in and out of sleep.
Knocking at the door woke him, but he wasn't sure how much later. Overnight, at least. It was full daylight outside, sun glinting off the river. Whoever it was knocked again. The doctor had given him the day off PT to rest, but maybe he'd missed some other instruction. Or maybe just missed enough messages that they sent someone to check on him.
Hauling himself off the couch, Taylor shuffled to the door and peeked through the peep hole.
Price and Casey stood outside, Casey glancing nervously up and down the hall.
The smile that sprang to his lips ached, but Taylor didn't fight it, just flung the door open as quick as he could, half convinced they would disappear, some concussion-addled mirage. They didn't. He stared at them. They stared back.
"Oh, Yams," Price sighed and stepped forward into the apartment, wrapping his big arms around him. Behind him, Casey followed, the door shut. Another big, firm body pressed along his side.
Casey stroked his hair and said, "Hey, you're alright," which was when Taylor realized he was crying like a fucking baby.
"Sorry," he mumbled, leaning back against Casey's chest to look up at him. Sandwiched between the two of them, both about half a foot taller than him, he felt weirdly small.
Hand still in his hair, Casey shook his head, then said, "Don't take this the wrong way, baby, but how about a shower?"
Taylor laughed. He hadn't showered after PT the day before, and he probably needed it. He could have done it himself just fine, but he let Casey wash his hair while Price heated some soup.
"I feel stupid," he confessed to them later, sitting around his kitchen table, "and, like, vain or something. It's just my face."
Price took his hand and kissed the back of it. "It's okay to care how you look," he said. "This looks scary now, but it's gonna heal up fine, and we're gonna think you're a dreamboat no matter what."
He didn't give Price his hand back, started eating with his left instead.
"What are you doing for off-season?" Casey asked.
"Calgary, I guess." Taylor shrugged. "My parents are expecting me. Might see Dani." He was still very wrapped up in the new baby, though, and if Tanya found out about any more club members, they were gonna have to add her to the chat, probably.
"You could stick around. Price and I are gonna train in Pittsburgh."
It was a nice offer. He thought about it, pictured it. Price and Casey kind of had their own thing going, though, and Taylor didn't want to get in the way of it. "Maybe I'll come visit," he bargained, which seemed to appease them.
That night, they watched Washington take their fourth win against New York, and Scott was going to be disappointed as hell about that, but it meant Taylor would get to go back on the ice, probably, at least for a game or two. He wanted to. Wanted to stay in the game. Wanted the crook in his nose and his jagged, broken teeth to be for something. He needed it to mean something.





The Tennis Club
	Eastman
	holy shit this is crazy guys
	have we ever had guys on both finals teams before?

	Archer
	once. dallas pittsburgh 06
	and case and i managed to stay friends eh?
	dont stress it boys

	Martin
	i am plenty stressed but not about villa or wally getting mad T_T

	Villa
	you better be >:)
	wallys been watching hollzy goal shot tape nonstop we got this in the BAG

	Hollander
	yeah big talk i'll believe it when i see it

	Williams
	im just glad u avenged us w carolina
	cant think of any team more deserving of that dirty fucking sweep :')

	Eastman
	hollzy plz take wallys sv down for me i was so so close to my first playoff goal in our last game

	Villa
	wally says no u werent

	Eastman
	kiss my asssssssss







Martin
	Martin
	yasmsssss
	ytams ymas ysans
	yamsssss

	Williams
	omggg have you been drunk since yesterday lmao

	Martin
	hey!! I
	jtaime
	i lvoe you

	Williams
	is hollzy with u

	Martin
	donnt know :((
	ecoute yams i am a champion now
	i want the thist trap
	thirrrrst

	Williams
	lmao what??

	Martin
	yuo stop sending them!!
	send now :(
	<3

	Williams
	i dont think im thirst trap material these days lol

	Martin
	noooooo plese
	please :(

	Williams
	IMG_3089.JPG

[image: A selfie of Taylor Williams with strong downward light. It casts his face into shadow and his muscle into dark relief. He's wearing a tank top and loose shorts, one arm across his chest to make the bicep pop, and one hand up to hold his phone in front of his face, one eye just exposed, a little vacant. ]

	happy?

	Martin
	nexr time i see you im goign to suck it unntil you cry

	Williams
	lol im gonna hold u to that
	congrats on the cup baby <3







Hunter
	Hunter
	i heard youre staying in the area for off season?

	Williams
	ya i went home for awards so im back for the year now

	Hunter
	could you stay here to train for a while?

	Williams
	ya of course how soon do u want me there

	Hunter
	if you could teleport thatd be great lol

	Williams
	i got u ill get the next train <3







He assumed, by Hunter's message, that he and Kip were off-again. This phase of things, he thought, he understood well by now. He expected morose, distraction-chasing, a quiet catastrophism behind Hunter's eyes while he insisted he was fine. When they broke up over the winter, Hunter basically mauled him the second he got through the door, fucked him over the couch and then on the floor and finally in bed until Taylor had to actually look to see if his own dick was hard or not, then dragged him to the gym at five the next morning for a four-hour leg and core workout that only ended when Taylor threatened to actually start crying.
This time, when Taylor got to Hunter's apartment, the door was unlocked and Hunter was drunk in the bathtub. A change of pace, for sure.
"Hey, just here to steal your TV and trophies," he announced from the bathroom door. "Looks like the other burglars got to them first, though."
Hunter stared up at him, red-eyed, then draped an arm over his face. "Shut up. I haven't been in here that long," he said. "I knew you were almost here."
Taylor wasn't sure if he believed him. He came in, sat on the edge of the tub, and extracted Hunter's other hand from the water to inspect the wrinkle factor. At least an hour, if he had to guess. The water wasn't terribly warm anymore.
"Alright, well, let's get you out," he decided. He pulled the plug and hauled Hunter from the water and dried his pliant body off with a towel. It was an odd echo of what Casey had done for him less than two months ago, and sometimes Tennis Club felt like a bunch of fucked up guys trading around the same mental breakdown.
They hadn't seen one another since the injury. Hunter paused, naked and swaying on his feet, and touched the whitened scar that ran up from Taylor's lip to his nose, which was crooked now. The dentist had sanded down the jagged edges on his broken teeth, but there wasn't enough left to cap one of them, so he was still deciding if he wanted to have all three pulled for the flipper he'd have to wear.
"Pretty gory, huh?"
Hunter hummed and kissed his cheek.
Taylor got him on the couch. Got him fed. Turned on the Mets game, though he wasn't sure if that would make him feel better, the way they'd been playing this season. They ended up stretched out together, Hunter tucked back against his chest and head pillowed on his arm. By the time the post-game started winding down, Taylor craned over to see the booze-glaze had faded from his eyes.
"You feeling better?" he asked. When Hunter didn't respond, he said, "Wanna tell me what happened?"
"Same shit," Hunter croaked. "It's not gonna work. He's been out since he figured out he was gay in high school. He's never had to hide, and he doesn't want to."
It was exactly the same shit. Same as last time and the time before that and the time before that. "I thought you guys worked something out with the away games thing. So he can do his out of the closet stuff while you're gone."
Flat on his back, Hunter shrugged. "Who wants a part-time relationship?"
Taylor looked between the two of them, then around the room meaningfully. Part-time relationships was basically all they did, the two of them and all their friends. When that didn't get the laugh he was looking for, he nudged Hunter's shoulder and murmured, "Come on, you guys have split, like, five times in the past year. He'll come around."
"Maybe," Hunter mumbled, but he looked even closer to crying than before. "For how long? You know, I told him I was gonna come out when I retire? It didn't matter."
A tear spilled over the waterline, and Taylor nudged it away with the pad of his thumb.
Voice shaking, Hunter whispered, "He's not gonna wait for me."
"His loss," Taylor insisted.
Hunter shook his head, more tears spilling now, more than Taylor could mop up one at a time, so he let them go. "No," he cried. "No, it's not. He shouldn't have to wait." His words spilled faster, like he couldn't help himself. "I shouldn't have to wait. Yams, I don't want to wait. This isn't enough."
He looked shocked to have said it, the second the words were out of his mouth.
Slowly, Hunter sat up, and there wasn't enough room for both of them, so it left Taylor awkwardly sprawled half over his lap. "I love you," Hunter whispered. "All of you. But this isn't enough."
In high school, Taylor had a billet mom that, whenever he or one of her sons said something unwholesome, would cross herself and loudly apologize to god on their behalf. He suddenly understood the compulsion.
It felt like blasphemy. Worse, it felt true.
"I know," he admitted. Then, not sure why, he added, "I'm sorry." And, because Hunter's need ached between them like a bruise and Taylor had nothing else to offer, he kissed Hunter, pressed him back down against the couch. Tried to ignore the strange way his tongue slipped over the jagged remains of his teeth when he pressed it into Hunter's mouth.
Hunter's hand pressed against Taylor's chest like he was going to push him off, stop him, and he didn't know if he could stand that right now, so he moved over Hunter, pressed their hips together and whispered against his lips, "Let me. Please just let me."
That same hand slid up, curled around the back of his neck, and pulled their mouths together again. Another hand grabbed his ass, rocked him forward.
"What do you want?" Taylor asked into the kiss. "Want me to fuck you?"
It was messy. They didn't even take their shirts off, didn't get up for anything, lube or a condom, and that was dumb, he knew it was, but it felt like something bigger would fall apart if they did, so he worked his way in slowly, fingers and an eternity with just the head of his cock inside while Hunter breathed and swore and then, finally, nodded for him to continue, and it wasn't even particularly good, but it was right. Taylor gasped, "Fuck, Scott," when he got close, and Hunter spilled over his fist as soon as he said it, and he followed right after, his face pressed to Hunter's throat.
Taylor shivered on top of him, still inside him. Hunter always kept the A/C in his apartment cranked way too high, and he could suddenly feel it on his bare ass and thighs.
"I'm sorry," Taylor murmured, because he knew, now that it was done, that it still wasn't enough. It was never going to be.





Price
	Williams
	just heard about the trade :(
	how u doing baby?

	Price
	im ok
	i feel like i didnt really settle into jersey anyway you know?

	Williams
	ya
	hey richmond is halfway between raleigh and dc maybe we can meet halfway for days off?

	Price
	id like that <3

	Williams
	any juicy news for me from this summer?

	Price
	do i ever... got anything about my boston boys?

	Williams
	oh ya
	so gordy signed a bridge contract last summer thats up next summer
	hes gonna try to get some west coast bids to be closer to easy

	Price
	oh man that would be great for them!!
	i worry about roz being alone though

	Williams
	well who knows if boston lets gordy go
	if they do we can keep an eye on roz
	anyway pay up :P

	Price
	i met caseys ex maria last month
	he wanted to come out to her but was scared to do it alone so i offered
	she took it really well i think she already knew
	shes SO nice and supportive

	Williams
	ok i gotta ask are you and case an item or something??

	Price
	lol no i dont think its anything like that
	idk
	hes just important to me thats as far as im thinking about it

	Williams
	i get it

	Price
	hows hunter doing?

	Williams
	im keeping an eye on him

	Price
	kind of feels like thats going around these days

	Williams
	ya
	OH SHIT did i tell you about berg and cohen???

	Price
	OMG NO

	Williams
	omg just call me this is gonna take a while

	Price
	[Phone Call][image: [Phone Call]]









  
    Chapter End Notes

    As always, you can come chat on tumblr with luulapants or mock, but please also feel free to leave comments as long and rambly as your hearts desire - it is all pure joy to me!

Mocks bibliography: 

Twitter is a lightweight version of this one by d33rmilk. I made a few personal preference based tweaks as per usual, including swapping out images used for UI for emoji or Unicode characters where possible, changing hardcoded colors to opacity differences (so different site skins will work) and how it displays when css is off.

All the images of yams are mostly actual pics of his face claim we painted over lol see the related [ART] work to see the reference images I put together.


  


      

  












      Chapter 19: Appendix: Character Guide
  


    Chapter Summary

    By popular request, here is a listing of characters that I will keep updated as the story progresses!



    Chapter Notes

      Luulapants is the author and Mockspeed is the artist and coder. If you ask Luula about coding, she will cry. If you ask Mock about the story she will lie through her teeth and make up some CRAZY shit.

Mock update 6/29/26 - I have now made it cool looking.

Blue edges are AHL, purple are MHL :)

Please TAP or HOVER on the cards to look at stats on the back. All images are hosted on Squidge, so if you're having trouble viewing them, check Squidge's socials to see if they have an outage.

Also, please check out this interactive map of player locations created by luca-haas on tumblr!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      











  Active Members
          [image: Archer has this rockstar intensity that makes his misery look like a glamorous crashout, but it's actually really uncomfortable to be in the same room with. He has blond hair, and alternates between a pretty boy face and a thick, dark beard. He puts on like he's one of those guys that bleaches naturally in the sun but actually he dyes his hair and doesn't want to admit it. He's also got an absolute rug of chest hair. Blond hair, green eyes. Dead expression.  ]        

                                  













  











Mark

Archer
                                      




                Dallas Rebels

Dallas, TX, USA              

                                                	#11                  	LW                
                                  	 5'11"                  	 176lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	April 1981,  Greenwich, Connecticut                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       married (Angie), no kids                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Florida Vipers                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2005, Evrard                  
                              


                The last thing I need is another person that needs things from me.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Archer was revealed early on to be a well-known player, a hockey celebrity. He was the first to meet up with Rozanov but didn't sleep with him because he was too young. He was one of the older players called in to advise Rozanov on having sex with virgins and was sad when Noyer retired. He went to the 2011 and 2012 MLH awards and was one of the players that tracked down a drunk, lost Shane in Vegas. When Paulsen was traded and got divorced, Archer helped him pack.
McGee commented that Archer is "lowkey" anxious "but we dont talk about that". Danilov said that when Archer "caught" him (while they were both playing for Dallas), it was actually the other way around - he had to make a move before he figured it out.
In Kowalski's chapter, where it was revealed that he and his wife live in separate halves of their decadent Dallas mansion and don't see each other if they can help it. In the '12-13 season, Archer's wife filed for divorce, realized they have a prenup, and un-filed. Yams commented that she "hates his ass." When Lorenzo asked for help with a predatory coach, Archer offered to hire a private investigator.
During the 2013 lockout, Archer stayed in Dallas to work on sponsorships and union negotiations, rather than pursuing alternate employment in Europe. He invited Eastman, who went to the ECHL in a Dallas suburb, to live with him during the lockout. He initially refused to have sex with Eastman because of his age, but Eastman aggressively pursued him with advice from McGee, who said Archer is "not the king of willpower," that he "usually tops," and is an "egomaniac" who would be turned on by adoration from Eastman. However, Eastman started to feel uncomfortable when Archer responded positively and called him "rookie." He didn't put a stop to things, however, and Archer was too drunk to notice until Eastman had a panic attack during sex. Archer had clearly made multiple openings to Eastman to talk about what happened, but Eastman refused.
Later in the lockout, Archer flew to Providence to help Gardonyi as Rozanov's mental health declined. Archer played for Team USA during the 2014 Olympics.
After Danilov returned from the KHL, Archer pressured him to switch to a better agent who specializes in athletes with immigration issues. When Danilov protested, Archer guilted him by reminding him the dangerous actions the club had taken to protect him before.
Archer and Danilov also discussed their marriages extensively. Archer revealed his wife wanted to start a business, presumably so she could afford to divorce him. He also admitted that his wife had wanted kids but he got a vasectomy without telling her, which was "the beginning of the end." During the 2014 gonorrhea outbreak, Archer lied about getting a woman pregnant to help find a discrete doctor to treat Cohen's STI.
Ch.17 spoilersArcher's POV chapter revealed that he was heavily relied upon by almost everyone in his life: his estranged wife for money, the club, his teammates for advice and "fixes," and even team management who relied on him because of their own deficiencies. Meanwhile, he had passed on his captaincy to a younger player, his hockey injuries are becoming chronic and slower healing, and his dependence on alcohol as a coping mechanism was becoming more noticeable to others.
In trying to convince Eastman to seek counseling, the two of them made a deal which demanded Archer go two weeks without drinking first. Eastman supported him through this, calling regularly to check on him.
His relationship with his wife, Angie, had also begun to deteriorate. Rather than avoiding each other, she began to encroach on his space, resulting in hurtful arguments and a confrontation where Angie revealed she had found texts where he asked another player to help him find a doctor for a woman who claimed he impregnated her in Toronto - the cover story for helping Cohen treat his gonorrhea. She blamed him for her inability to have a child and he insisted she was choosing money and luxury over divorce and trying to have a baby with someone else.
The investigator he had hired to investigate the Chicago video coach resulted in the team firing Failor, which Lorenzo was originally grateful for until he learned that Failor was hired by a high school team. Lorenzo blamed Archer for this and demanded that he fix it, which Archer resented, pointing out that he didn't have as much power as Lorenzo thought and shouldn't be held responsible for injustice just because he's gay. This interaction finally triggered him to relapse and drink, though he hid the fact from Eastman so he would still go to therapy. Later, Lorenzo called to tell Archer he confronted his team and organized a strike to force them to release their investigation into Failor. Archer encouraged him to become his team's new union representative.
Archer's unwillingness to become a father was explored through his relationship with Danilov, who was expecting his fourth child. Archer expressed a fear of having someone else needing something from him. When going to Danilov's house for the first time, he mistakenly went to the front door and met Tanya, who realized he and Danilov were sleeping together. She later went into labor while he and Danilov were hooking up and he was brought along with them to watch their other children at the hospital. After that experience, he returned to Angie and explained that he never wanted to have children because he feared becoming like his own absent father. He apologized for not telling her sooner and made a concession - selling their house and buying two new ones - to convince her to go through with a divorce.


          [image: Being 18 years old, Troy still has a very youthful face. He has dark hair in a bit of a classic Bieber cut, blue eyes, and pale skin. He has chihuahua energy. It’s not that he’s violent, it’s just that it’s a world full of big concerns and he’s 5’8”.]        

                                  













  











Troy

Barrett
                                      




                Toronto Guardians

Toronto, ON, CA              

                                                	#17                  	RW                
                                  	 5'10"

5'8"                  	 168lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	January 1995,  Vancouver, BC, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2013, Cohen                  
                              


                if I'm gonna learn how not to be a coward, I should hang out with people that are brave, right?              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Troy attended the draft combine in 2013. His father and agent pressured him to lie about his height to avoid being passed over. While he was there, he met and befriended Dallas Kent, who he recognized as the kind of bigoted asshole, like his father, who he could hide behind to avoid having his sexuality scrutinized. He began implementing this strategy in juniors after a "rough start."
He and Kent were both drafted by Toronto in the first round and were roommates for development and training camp. After he was drafted, his father immediately began pressuring him to meet with and get merch and tickets for his wealthy business partners.
After Kent made an offensive comment, Cohen roughed him up and scolded him in front of the rest of the team, then criticized Barrett and the other rookies who hung out with him. Troy immediately abandoned Kent and instead started pursuing friendship with Cohen, who called him out for sitting by while Kent made antisemitic comments. Troy developed an intense crush on Cohen, despite or perhaps because of his criticism and dismissal. Eventually, Cohen brought Troy to his apartment and confronted him about his sexuality. Troy reacted physically with anger but was easily subdued and prematurely ejaculated after Cohen kissed him. He was then invited to Tennis Club.
During the 2013 lockout, Troy was sent back to his juniors team in Kelowna. While there, he drove to Vancouver regularly to spend time with Kallio, though Kallio dragged him on miserable camping trips where other members of Tennis Club joked he might die. Cohen was flippant about this, replying to Barrett's miserable texts with sarcasm. When McGee asked why he kept coming to Vancouver anyway, Barrett replied that while Kallio might be weird, it was better than not getting to see anyone who knew his secret. He confessed to admiring McGee as a hockey player.
In 2014, McGee confirmed that Barrett was still "obsessed with Cohen," which is unreciprocated. He attended the 2014 West Coast orgy where he was brushed off by Cohen. He soon became visibly overwhelmed by the situation, at which point Eastman was instructed to take him to another room. He had not slept with anyone except Cohen until he and Eastman had sex, after which Eastmna commented that Barrett liked that he was mean. After he and Eastman rejoined the larger group, he sat with Cohen, who touched him until he came in his pants in front of the group.
In the summer of 2014, Cohen was diagnosed with oral and genital gonorrhea, which he contracted from Cohen. He was the first in the club to be diagnosed. He was later volunteered by Cohen to help rescue a Buffalo player they believed had been outed. The player quit hockey before they could. He and Cohen spent Christmas 2014 getting "day drunk" with Archer, who reported that Barrett (19) couldn't hold his liquor.
Ch.17 spoilersDanilov called Barrett Cohen's "little toy" and said they both were enjoying their arrangement.


          [image: Berggren looks like that guy who is just slightly too old to be at the frat party. He is conventionally attractive with a wide, well cut jaw, blue eyes and short brown hair.]        

                                  













  











Aron

Berggren
                    a.k.a. "Berg"                  




                Minnesota Nomads

Minneapolis, MN, USA              

                                                	#8                  	D                
                                  	 6'2"                  	 205lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	December 1984,  Lidingö, Sweden                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	Swedish, English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Iowa Wild (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2007, Kallio                  
                              


                "Kvarken Bridge," Berg decided, and slapped his ass.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Early chapters revealed Berggren to have a raunchy sense of humor, but it wasn't until Cohen's chapter that we met him in person or learned much about him. He caught Cohen and was his first, after which Cohen developed feelings for him. They had an intense sexual relationship, often with other people involved, and Berg was sweet to him. When Cohen was traded, he went to Berg's house, and Berg tried to comfort him by pointing out all the other guys he'd be spending time with. Cohen did not take this well. He helped Cohen pack.
Berg hooked up with Hollander early on. He was included in McGee's "young unwed gays" chat. He sexts in Swedish with Kallio.
Berggren failed to catch Jules Deschamps in 2011, distracted by Cohen, who was struggling with their separation. He apologized to Cohen and asked him to "let it go." Price later observed that Berggren is 'hard to read' and didn't seem broken up over Cohen as of spring 2013. During the 2013 lockout, Berggren signed with a Swiss team near Zurich so he could be close to Price, who was also in Zurich, and Hunter and Casey, who were in southern Germany. He was present for McGee's visit and greeted him enthusiastically.
McGee characterized Berg as being "obsessed with getting his dick wet" compared to others, like Cohen, who were harboring romantic feelings. Danilov later reflected that, compared to the younger guys, who are more affectionate, Berggren didn't want that sort of intimacy. 
For the 2014 Sochi Olympics, Berg was added last-minute to Team Sweden when another player failed drug screening.      


          [image: Casey is built like an escalade, 6'5", bald, thick black beard, and soulful hangdog eyes. He's ambiguously brown, with an expression of faint concern. His underlying anxiety reads as deeply intimidating to people outside the club.]        

                                  













  











Liam

Casey
                    a.k.a. "Case"                  




                Pittsburgh

Sea Lions

Pittsburgh, PA, USA              

                                                	#75                  	D                
                                  	 6'5"                  	 220lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	March 1982,  Toronto, ON, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       twice divorced with kids (ex Jen, daughter Callie) (ex Maria, son Will)                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      St. Louis Jammers, Springfield Thunderbirds (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2003, Niklassen                  
                              


                You gotta learn to be better than all of them, and you know what you get for doing it? You get to be better.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       The first impression given of Casey, often reinforced, was his caution about keeping up appearances and not getting outed. He answered Hunters call for someone "normal and responsible" in the chat. He was teased for paying a lot of alimony and mentioned visiting his daughter Callie on breaks. He and Hunter were shown to have a friendly, playful relationship. He was noted for being very popular with the bottoms in the club.
He was one of the older players called in to advise Rozanov on having sex with virgins. He was at the MLH awards in 2011 and helped to track down a drunk and lost Hollander. He adjusted his preseason travel plans to spend time with an anxious Lorenzo. McGee listed him as one of the "most anxious people" in the club. When Lorenzo discovered a Chicago player was abused by a coach, Casey used his leverage with his GM to get the player traded to Pittsburgh.
Price traded to Pittsburgh in 2012 and moved in with Casey. He was shown to have a hostile relationship with McGee, and they get into fights over McGee's recklessness and Casey's attempts to use women to hide his sexuality. He got engaged to another woman in fall 2012, which garnered criticism and concern from other club members. When Martin asked him about it, he confessed to being lonely and not wanting to live in an empty house after Price left. He broke off the engagement shortly after.
Casey's POV chapter revealed more about his family: his father, who lives in Toronto, is white and was an Olympic skiier. His mother, who was Black, passed in December 2002. He has a good relationship with his more recent ex-wife, Maria, who lives in Pittsburgh, implied that she knows he's gay, and makes sure he can spend time with their son. His relationship with his other ex-wife, Jen, is less friendly. She lives in St. Louis with their daughter, Callie, is white, and doesn't appreciate the racial disadvantages their daughter faces. Casey was shown to be an engaged father to the extent his career allows. He paints Callie's fingernails and braids her hair. In 2013, Casey confirmed that he had given up on marrying women. 
In Juniors, Casey experimented with another boy, Jackson, who now does drag professionally. Casey identified Price's internal conflict about gender and femininity and helped him to explore it. He enlisted Rozanov to help him get Price to his old friend's drag bar and, despite extreme anxiety, went there with Price and Rozanov for New Year's and dressed in drag. He and Hollander discussed how race impacts their experience of the hockey world, confirming that his race is why he is more cautious than other Tennis Club members. He was sad when Price traded away and later said he missed him. He and Williams hooked up and forgot to use a condom.
During the 2013 lockout, Casey and Hunter arranged to sign to the same team in Schwenningen, Germany, close to Berggren and Price in Switzerland. Price promised to "handle" him when he invited McGee to visit, and upon his arrival, Casey offered McGee a clean slate on their relationship. McGee revealed that Casey was the youngest in the Tennis Club by several years when he first joined (Spyrou described "little Liam Casey" as being a "lost lamb" at 21 when he was caught) and was the "cautious, well-behaved protege" who hated McGee from the start because of the reckless behavior that led to his catch. They later had a heart-to-heart where Casey asked after McGee's addiction recovery and revealed that his mother struggled with addiction to painkillers while suffering from chronic illness and medical neglect. When McGee relapsed after the lockout, he reached out to Casey, who offered support.
 Casey represented Team Canada in the 2014 Sochi Olympics. After Price was traded from Boston to New Jersey, Casey helped him set up his new apartment.      


          [image: Cohen has slightly mousy, angular features, pale skin, brown eyes, and curly brown hair that can be turned into a poofy mess at the slightest provocation. He's wearing a shirt for his old team - the Nomads. Their logo is a Bigfoot, by the way.]        

                                  













  











Eli

Cohen
                                      




                Toronto Guardians

Toronto, ON, CA              

                                                	#59                  	C                
                                  	 5'11"                  	 181lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	November 1987,  Franklin, MI, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Iowa Wild (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2008, Berggren                  
                              


                Don't fall for guys in the club, okay? It's a bad idea.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       At the start of the story, Cohen was playing in the AHL for the Iowa Wild, where he mostly overlapped with Lorenzo, who didn't seem to value their hookups. Despite this, when Lorenzo was anxious about his schedule, Cohen asked other people to make time to meet up with him. Cohen is Jewish and sometimes struggles to navigate the hockey world, which makes no accommodations for his cultural differences. He has a good relationship with his mother. 
His POV chapter followed him through the end of his last season in Iowa, where he'd become a bit of a hot-shot. He was called up to the Minnesota Nomads twice, won the Calder Cup and MVP, and it was assumed he would join the Nomads roster next season. He broke club rules by hooking up with Danilov during their AHL playoff run. It was revealed that he had intense feelings for Berggren, of the Nomads, an older club member who was the one to catch him and the first person he had sex with. It was implied that he dropped out of college to be closer to Berg. Cohen was revealed to be sexually adventurous and was in the midst of reconsidering his preference for bottoming.
He went to the 2011 AHL awards and slept with Rozanov after his rooftop argument with Hollander. Despite Rozanov's bad mood, Cohen didn't let himself get pushed around. He was included in McGee's "young unwed gays" chat and was the most aggressive of the group in arguing with McGee, who mentioned that Cohen has "fumbled every woman in Des Moines," implying he dates women despite being gay. 
Toward the end of his POV chapter, Cohen found out he was being traded to Toronto and went to Berg's to cry, upset that they would be separated. He also called out the fact that multiple club members were in crisis and called for a "club suicide watch," triggering the club to rally around each other.
Cohen developed a kind relationship of mutual understanding with Hollander, reassuring him about his sexuality and commiserating on their status as cultural outsiders in the hockey world. Hollander, Berg, Martin, and Lorenzo helped with his move to Toronto, and he had sex with Hollander in his new apartment.
Cohen called and messaged Berg repeatedly after his trade. Berg, pretending Cohen is an ex-girlfriend, says, "It wasn't very serious, but she is having a hard time. She's sad," and later is overheard calling Cohen by his first name and begging him to "let it go." He interrogated Price after he met up with Berg, then called his own lingering obsession 'pathetic.' Later, Cohen was reported to be doing exceptionally well playing with Toronto, having scored nineteen goals halfway through the 2012-2013 season.
The Guardians made it to the first round of playoffs in 2013 but over-relied on Cohen for offensive power, resulting in excessive ice time despite an injury. He was healed by training camp later that summer where he was shown, from Barrett's POV, to be in a strong social position in his locker room. When rookie Dallas Kent made repeated offensive comments, Cohen got physical, pinned him to a table, and scolded him for behaving unprofessionally without the skills to back it up.
When Barrett started pursuing friendship with Cohen, he was initially resistant, criticizing Barrett for being friends with Kent while he was making antisemitic remarks and telling him to "get a personality." Eventually, he brought Barrett back to his apartment, asked him about Kent, and confronted him about his sexuality, citing "shower boners" as his reason for suspicion. When Barrett reacted violently, Cohen physically overpowered him and, when Barrett got turned on by this, kissed him. After Barrett came in his pants, Cohen apologized for going about the catch wrong and invited him to Tennis Club.
During the 2013 lockout, Cohen went to the AHL in Toronto despite being just above the age limit. Barrett was shown to still be contacting him, but Cohen replied with standoffish sarcasm. He complained to McGee that Barrett had a crush on him and was promptly teased because he, of course, had harbored a crush on Berggren in a similar manner. When McGee asked him to intentionally injure a Cleveland goalie to help Danilov, Cohen refused. After McGee was injured, Cohen was horrified that they didn't even have his phone number.
In 2014, McGee confirmed that Barrett was still obsessed with Cohen and Cohen was obsessed with Berggren. Cohen pushed aggressively for club members to share phone numbers in case of emergencies and took the lead by sharing his own number first. 
He attended the 2014 West Coast orgy where he was eager to spend time with Villa and rudely dismissed Barrett. Danilov mentally criticized Cohen for bringing Barrett, who may have still been a virgin, to the orgy, where he became visibly overwhelmed. At the orgy, Cohen touched Barrett until he came in his pants in front of the group. Cohen confessed to being turned on by Hollander's hockey rants. He was included among the younger club members who Danilov saw as more openly seeking affection from others.
In the summer of 2014, Cohen learned he had contracted anal gonorrhea from Williams and spread it to Barrett. He had to pay cash to a discrete doctor to get it treated in secret. He volunteered himself and Barrett to help rescue a Buffalo player the club believed had been outed. The player quit hockey before they could.      


          [image: Danilov has hardcore resting murder face. He has shoulder length dark brown hair and dark brown eyes. He is very broad shouldered and wearing a tank top. He also wears a gold chain and is fussing with his wedding ring.]        

                                  













  











Kirill

Danilov
                    a.k.a. "Dani" a.k.a. "Danya" a.k.a. "Kirya"                  




                Edmonton

Sabretooths

Edmonton, AB, Canada              

                                                	#19                  	G                
                                  	 6'5"                  	 220lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	November 1982,  Kazan, Tatarstan, Russia                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       married (Tanya) with two daughters (Yeva, Yulia) and one son (Sanya)                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	Tatar, Russian, English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Columbus Locusts (MLH), Cleveland Monsters (AHL) (split contract), Dallas Rebels, HC Dynamo Moscow (KHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2009, Archer                  
                              


                I need to stay out of Russia. I cannot go back to Russia.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Early on, Danilov was revealed to be sweeter than he is perceived when Martin shares the story of being caught by him. He spends part of his year in Russia, where his wife and children live, and it was strongly implied that he spends a lot of time complaining about his wife.
He quickly developed a regular correspondence with Rozanov, so they can talk to each other in Russian, but said they maintain a "Russian code of secrecy" and don't talk to others about their conversations, except for one incident where Danilov enlisted other older club members to give Rozanov advice on having sex with a virgin. Rozanov explained that they don't meet up in Moscow over the summer because it's too dangerous.
Danilov was revealed to be on a two-way contract, mostly playing in the AHL, though he previously played for the KHL and the MLH in Dallas, where he was caught by Archer only after he "grabbed his dick." In 2012, he and Cohen broke club rules to hook up during their run for the Calder Cup.
He offered to help Lorenzo with a potential catch, attributing his "Russian boarding school cruising technique" to a good gaydar. He has repeatedly encouraged younger players in their careers.
Danilov revealed that he is coming up on the end of his two-way contract eligibility after the 2013-2014 season. His wife wants him to return to play for KHL and he says he "might have to" if he doesn't move up to the MLH, implying he would be unable to support his family otherwise.
During the 2013 lockout, Danilov was pushed out of the AHL by Columbus goalies entering the team and instead went to Russia to play in the KHL. Rozanov, distraught, revealed that he didn't think Danilov will return after the lockout because his wife is angry that he isn't making enough money. He worried about what would become of Danilov, because being in Russia was hard for both of them and a new law had essentially made it illegal to be gay in Russia. McGee resolved to help Danilov by doing away with one of the goalies ahead of him, one way or another. He reflected that Columbus would probably eventually make a trade favorable to Danilov's career but that they wouldn't do it soon enough for him to have the assurances he needed. 
Many players weighed in on the challenge of helping Danilov, but eventually Hollander and McGee resorted to planting a large amount of cocaine on one of the goalies ahead of him before an international flight. Danilov was then brought back to the US, he said they should not have done what they did but hugged them and was visibly moved and grateful. He was rattled by his time in Russia but didn't open up about the experience. 
After McGee was injured, Danilov was anxious to find someone who could get in contact with him, but he was also concerned about phone security when the sharing of phone numbers was discussed.
Danilov's POV chapter revealed several details about his personal history. His mother was part of the Tatarstan independence movement and now lives in exile outside of Russia. She is the only person he speaks Tatar with and he revealed that he still "thinks in Tatar." His father, who lives in Russia, paid for his upbringing but never acknowledged Danilov as his son. Danilov moved to Moscow young to play in the KHL and began having sex with men, including risky, unprotected group sex and sex with strangers. Implied in this is that he knew he was sleeping with men when he married Tanya. He had a relationship with his and Tanya's family friend, Semyon, which she claimed not to know about. He broke off the relationship after their first child was born.
Danilov and Tanya's relationship was shown to be deeply unhappy and resentful but built on mutual obligation. She said she doesn't believe in divorce, but Danilov expressed doubt about whether this was true. Knowing he is gay, Tanya lectured Danilov several times about maintaining secrecy for his safety as well as the safety of their family. She complained to him that she is alone because of him and not living the life she wanted. They have developed strategies for having procreative sex, which neither of them seem to enjoy.
He repeatedly expressed discomfort with his own children, that they are "like strangers to him," and that he doesn't know how to be a father. His son, Sanya, became more fixated on Danilov in the summer of 2014, seeking his attention and approval.
Danilov chose not to go to Sochi, despite having tickets for the games, because Rozanov asked him not to. Danilov reassured Rozanov that it was better for him to not return. Tanya was angry because she had asked him for a fourth child and miscarried since he left the KHL. She wanted to try again during the Olympics, but he refused. He went to Price's place so they could fly together to the West Coast orgy. He expressed guilt and relief about what was done to the Columbus goalie to safe him from Russia.
 At the orgy, Danilov noticed that Barrett was uncomfortable and made sure he was taken care of. He hooked up with Martin. After Rozanov returned from Russia, Danilov reassured him that the loss was not his fault.
He expressed difficulty in asking for affection from his friends, reflecting that the younger club members sought it out openly but the older ones were more reserved. He enjoyed sharing in Kowalski and Villa's intimacy, agreed to a day hike with Kallio, and asked Archer if he could stay the night. He tried to ask Vrubel for advice about his wife but was brushed off.
Archer pressured Danilov to switch to a better agent who specialized in athletes with immigration problems. At first, Danilov resisted but relented after learning his ex, Semyon, was murdered in a hate crime in Moscow. He came out to the new agent and said the he, his wife, and his children all needed to get out of Russia. The agent advised him to sign with a Canadian team, and Danilov agreed. Tanya protested and did not want to leave Moscow, so ultimately Danilov bribed her into it by agreeing to get her pregnant again.
After the Olympics, Danilov comforted Rozanov on his loss and made sure he was emotionally cared for. They also were shown to sext and have in-jokes between them. He went to Boston to watch Rozanov win the cup and met up with him briefly afterward to congratulate him and insist that he begin the process of getting a new, more permanent US visa. During the summer, Rozanov broke their normal security rules to call Danilov when his friend, Sasha, was in danger of being killed in a hate crime. Danilov risked his life to rescue Sasha and, reflecting that he and his family would be out of Moscow in a month anyway, brought Sasha and Rozanov to his home for dinner with his family.
At the start of the 2014-15 season, Danilov signed with the Edmonton Sabretooths. Danilov returned early from Russia to arrange the move to Edmonton with Tanya and the children arriving later. He had trouble adjusting to living full-time with his family during training camp, ranting about his marital conflicts to the group chat. After he was caught, Gatis Poruks was added to his and Rozanov's "secret Russian chat."
Ch.17 spoilersDanilov continued to complain about Tanya through her pregnancy but also disclosed that it felt different than with his previous children, since he was in another country for the youngest two and was not present for his eldest's birth. Later, Archer came to his home in Edmonton but mistakenly went to the front door instead of the mother-in-law suite over the garage, where he was mostly living. Archer met Tanya, who immediately demanded to know if they were sleeping together. He reassured Archer repeatedly that she wouldn't tell and didn't care.
While he and Archer were hooking up, Tanya went into labor, so Archer came to the hospital to help take care of the older children. Danilov and Tanya seemed affectionate with each other after the birth and had named their new son Semyon after their murdered friend.


          [image: Eastman has brown eyes, brown hair and a hungry, doberman pointyness to his face. His hair is styled in a little bit of a halfassed slick back. He's giving baby greaser.]        

                                  













  











Tanner

Eastman
                    a.k.a. "Easy"                  




                Worcester Barracuda

Worcester, MA, USA              

                                                	#17                  	RW                
                                  	 5’11”                   	 176lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	May 1992,  Buffalo, NY, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2012, McGee                  
                              


                I want to keep my head down and play the game.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Eastman was caught off-screen during catch season 2012 by McGee. It was criticized as being a risky catch, because McGee didn't consult the rest of the club, simply "caught a vibe" and then "caught a dick". He was introduced just before going to play in the AHL in Worcester, which is 45 minutes from both Rozanov in Boston and Gardonyi in Providence.
He and Gardonyi traveled to attend the 2012 New York Tennis Club orgy at Hunter's place, where Eastman was described by Martin as less awkward and more demanding compared to Gardonyi when the two of them had sex with him. He also initiated sex with Price. The club debated his nickname, "Easy," short for "Easystreet," but after the orgy, Price declared that the nickname was apt. He and Gardonyi went to Boston to have sex with Martin again while Rozanov and Hollander hooked up.
Ahead of the lockout, Eastman and Gardonyi were together in Boston helping Rozanov through a mental health crisis. After McGee arrived, he reflected that Eastman and Gardonyi had a strange codependent relationship and that Eastman had gone from "mega-virgin" to sexually domineering. Rozanov explained that Eastman and Gardonyi preferred to participate in threesomes to having sex just the two of them. Eastman's POV chapter revealed more about the sexual and platonic dynamics between him and Gardonyi, which include a close, emotionally intimate friendship as well as consensual D/S dynamics with Eastman controlling Gardonyi sexually. It was expected that Eastman would be called up to San Francisco, so he and Gordy did a road trip to the West Coast orgy to spend more time together. Price worried they wouldn't do well with being separated. At the orgy, he seemed to instruct Gordy to hook up with Lorenzo. Later, McGee instructed him to take an overwhelmed Barrett to another room, which he did despite being annoyed at having to leave the main party.
Eastman was pushed out of the AHL during the 2013 lockout and went to the ECHL in a Dallas suburb. Archer offered for Eastman to live with him during this time, and though Archer initially refused to sleep with him because of his age, Eastman asked McGee for advice on seducing him, confessing to having a crush on Archer as a teenager. Following McGee's advice, Eastman did a "Lolita act" to try to seduce Archer, became uncomfortable when Archer responded positively and called him "rookie," and then had a panic attack while Archer was fucking him. He returned to visit the following season when playing in Dallas, interacted awkwardly with Angie, and then more awkwardly with Archer. At Eastman's insistence, they didn't talk about what happened between them, and when Archer made another offer to talk about it, Eastman shut him down and left.
He was among those that tested positive with gonorrhea in the summer of 2014. McGee observed Eastman at training camp in 2014 and reported that he was "fucking up." When a Buffalo player was believed to be outed, Eastman brought in his cousin Chelsea, who lives in Buffalo, to help stage a hookup with a woman, but he quit before they could carry through their plan. Chelsea later reached out to Eastman several times after the fact, and he ignored her or brushed her off until he met up with her while playing in Buffalo. She, an out lesbian, suggested that he could be the first openly gay MLH player, which he shut down, explaining the physical safety concerns as well as the risks to his career. Eastman told her he didn't want to come out and, rather, wanted to "keep his head down" and get rich playing hockey.
Eastman struggled with entering a new locker room as he prepared to get called up to the San Francisco Mission more often. To "distract" him, he and Gardonyi began a long-distance dynamic where Eastman would instruct him what to do during his hookups with other club members, then Gardonyi would send photos of what he was asked to do. Eastman later recreated this with Rozanov when he hooked up with Hollander.
He met up with Poruks several times while playing in the AHL in 2014 and learned to like his company, despite their language barrier. Poruks, Gardonyi, and Rozanov all came to Eastman's parents' house for Christmas 2014, where he described his family as "fake polite" and reflected they were "awful" and he had "nothing to say" to them.
Eastman began experiencing headaches during 2014 training camp in San Francisco, which returned when he was called up in the fall. He expressed anxiety over learning who he had to "watch out for" in the locker room. He tried to ask McGee, who he lived with in San Francisco, for information about his new teammates but was told not to worry about it. The team doctor diagnosed his headaches as a TMJ issue - jaw clenching, which continued to bother him off and on as the season went on. He also struggled to connect with his teammates, performative or even paranoid about his interactions with them. Aware that moving up to the Mission full-time was inevitable, he confided the root of the issue to Gardonyi: during a "faggot test" hazing ritual in juniors, Eastman clenched his jaw so hard out of terror that he cracked a molar. He and Gardonyi talked about their struggles with anxiety but conceded there wasn't much they could do about it in their current situation.
Ch.17 spoilersArcher continued to reach out to Eastman and offered him contact information for a sports psychologist that was known to help players with non-sports issues without letting their teams know the truth. Eastman called this offer hypocritical, criticizing Archer's dependence on alcohol. They made a deal that if Archer didn't drink for two weeks, Eastman would go to therapy. Rather than continuing to be confrontational, Eastman brought Gatorade and vitamins to help withdrawal symptoms and called regularly to check up on Archer. As they approached the end of the two weeks, he seemed to wish Archer had slipped up but only because of his own anxiety. Archer did, in fact, slip up, but hid it from Eastman so he would go to therapy anyway.


          [image: Despite being 6’3” and broad shouldered, Gardonyi kind of looks like a greyhound in a sweater. He has watery blue eyes and reddish blond hair that is buzzed short.]        

                                  













  











Cory

Gardonyi
                    a.k.a. "Dony" a.k.a. "Gordy" a.k.a. "anxiety nightmare baby"                  




                Boston Raiders

Boston, MA, USA              

                                                	#47                  	G                
                                  	 6’3”                   	 192lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	February 1992,  Oak Park, IL, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Madison Capitols (USHL), Providence Bruins (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2011, Rozanov                  
                              


                I mean, you know me. I'm a nervous wreck all the time.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Gardonyi was caught by Rozanov during training camp 2011. He is introduced as facing intense pressure from his father, a retired and well-respected MLH goalie, and clearly struggles with anxiety, though a sports psychologist taught him breathing techniques to help with stress when he was a child. He was a low draft pick and deeply concerned about making the Boston roster, though it was an unreasonable expectation put on him by his father. Rozanov dubbed him "anxiety nightmare baby" before his catch. He didn't know that he was gay when Rozanov caught him and surprised himself by kissing Rozanov.
Gardonyi was the first Tennis Club member to join while playing for a Juniors team, having been sent back down after he was drafted. Rozanov jokingly claimed Gardonyi as his "son" despite only being a year older than him. He was a virgin when he joined and mostly overlapped with Lorenzo his first year, taking a while to get up the confidence to ask to have sex. He and Lorenzo "cashed in half his v-card" but when he said he was ready to go the rest of the way, Lorenzo blew him off to meet up with Hunter instead. He said that he didn't want to bottom because it freaked him out.
In 2012, Gardonyi moved up to the Boston AHL affiliate in Providence and was excited when Eastman, who plays in the AHL in Worcester 45 minutes away, was caught. The two of them appeared to have gotten close and traveled together to attend the 2012 New York Tennis Club orgy, where they both had sex with Martin. He was no longer a virgin by this point. Martin theorized that Eastman was "walking meek Gordy like a dog." He hooked up with Hunter at the orgy, too. He and Eastman traveled to Boston to have sex with Martin again while Rozanov and Hollander were hooking up.
A news article announced that Gardonyi was expected to join the Boston Raiders roster for the '13-14 season but framed the entire story around his father's legacy. Ahead of the lockout, Eastman and Gardonyi were together in Boston helping Rozanov through a mental health crisis. After McGee arrived, he reflected that Eastman and Gardonyi had a strange codependent relationship and that Gordy "mostly put [his cock] wherever Eastman told him to." Rozanov explained that Eastman and Gardonyi preferred to participate in threesomes to having sex just the two of them.
Gardonyi and Rozanov both went to the AHL in Providence for the 2013 lockout. Gardonyi hid Rozanov's mental health issues from their coaches and eventually reached out to McGee and then Archer for help as his condition worsened. Gardonyi and Eastman took a road trip to get to the orgy, wanting to spend more time together in anticipation of Eastman being called up to San Francisco. Price worried they wouldn't do well with being separated. At the orgy, Eastman seemed to instruct him to hook up with Lorenzo. After the Olympics, Gardonyi and Price looked after Rozanov, who was again having a difficult time. Gardonyi was among those diagnosed with gonorrhea in the summer of 2014.
Eastman's POV chapter revealed more about the sexual and platonic dynamics between him and Gardonyi, which included a close, emotionally intimate friendship as well as consensual D/S dynamics with Eastman controlling Gardonyi sexually. The two of them began a long-distance dynamic where Eastman would instruct him what to do during his hookups with other club members, then Gardonyi would send photos of what he was asked to do. During a conversation about their mutual struggles with anxiety, Gardonyi described this as "letting someone I trust tell me what to do with my dick," citing it as a coping mechanism.
Gardonyi spent Christmas 2014 at Eastman's parents' house, which he had been to before, as a way to avoid spending time with his dad for the holidays.      


          [image: Shane has short black hair and dark eyes. He has his hoodie up, leaning back and smiling. The background of this card has him haloed in light, as is fitting for hockey Jesus. ]        

                                  













  











Shane

Hollander
                    a.k.a. "Hollzy"                  




                Montreal Metros

Montreal, QC, CA              

                                                	#24                  	C                
                                  	 6’0”                   	 187lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	May 1991,  Ottawa, ON, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English, French                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2011, Hunter                  
                              


                I want to do this. I want to help, if I can.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Hollander and Rozanov were caught together by Hunter during All Stars 2011. He was quickly introduced to Martin, who was playing in the nearby Montreal AHL affiliate. At that time, he expressed that he had never had anal sex before, was planning to do it with Rozanov, and was nervous. He went to Martin's after the Boston game was canceled, who reported he was "bummed" and admonished Price and Noyer not to ask him about anal if he wanted to hook up with them. He hooked up with Price, which was announced to the whole club by him posting his STD results to the chat. It was implied, off-screen, that he and Rozanov did have their first time together later that season.
Hollander and Rozanov are implied, off-screen to have their canon 2011 MLH awards argument on the roof, but afterward Hollander gets drunk and lost in Vegas and other guys in the club have to go track him down and take care of him. When Paulsen and Cohen are traded, Hollander helps them to find new apartments and helps Cohen move in. He and Cohen commiserate over their status as cultural outsiders in hockey and have sex, after which Hollander confesses he hadn't done anal with anyone but Rozanov before.
Hollander has been repeatedly teased for his "whole deal" with Rozanov, despite his aggressive denials that it's anything but casual. He has expressed concern about being perceived as breaking the club rules. He has also expressed anxiety about his own identity, particularly after being added to McGee's "young unwed gays" chat, and seemed stressed about the ways other players were clocking queerness during catch season. Among other club members, he is more cautious and security-minded. This is implied to be directly related to his race when he connected with Casey over how that informs their experience of the hockey world, Hollander remarking that his reality is very different than what his dad described of his own time in hockey.
He offered Kowalski advice in expressing his feelings for Villa. He had conversations with various players, like Noyer and Lorenzo, about what Tennis Club, sex, and intimacy can mean to various people and has seemed to grapple with these questions. He gave Price meditation tapes to help with his anxiety over flying. He trained with Martin to help get him onto the Metros.
Hollander and Martin have developed a close, intimate friendship that includes sex acts, despite not considering themselves particularly compatible. They were implied to have a lot of threesomes with other club members, know what each other likes in bed, and went on a side quest to take the perfect dick pic. Martin has been extremely supportive of Hollander's relationship with Rozanov. He attended the 2012 New York Tennis Club orgy where he and Rozanov had sex with each other and no one else. Martin pushed him to sleep over afterward so he could share a room with Rozanov.
Compared to canon, Hollander's relationship with Hayden Pike is more distant and strained, largely because of Martin, who does not get along with Pike. Still, he has struggled to create boundaries with Pike, forcing Martin to do it. Hollander calls Martin his best friend, not Pike.
Martin complained to Price in 2013 about Hollander and Rozanov's stubbornness in not becoming an item, and the two of them conspired to encourage them, culminating in Rozanov deciding to reveal his feelings. Unfortunately, he finally got his nerve up before game seven of a Montreal-Boston quarterfinals, in Montreal when Hollander was extra anxious about media attention. Martin reported that it "went badly," and Roz said Hollander had quickly shut down the conversation entirely and kicked him out.
For the 2013 lockout, Hollander and Martin both went to the AHL in Laval and lived in Martin's old apartment, which he kept to explain why he stayed at Hollander's so often the year before. He had been trying to message Rozanov after their playoffs fight, but Rozanov didn't reply. Hollander was aware of McGee's plan to "kill a Columbus goalie" to save Danilov, but when McGee finally came to Montreal to ask him, Hollander had prepared a detailed analysis of how to best approach the situation. He expressed that he wanted to help, implied that it was to make up for his argument with Rozanov, and concluded that their only shot to help Danilov was to get one of the goalies in bad enough trouble that the team would want to get rid of them. Later, McGee surprised Hollander with a last-minute plan to plant a large amount of cocaine on one of the goalies before an international flight. Hollander almost refused but caved when McGee promised to tell Rozanov he'd done it for him.
Hollander represented Team Canada at the 2014 Sochi Olympics, as in canon, but the rules for safety in Russia were set out clearly for him and the rest of the club by Rozanov before they left, which Shane thanked him for. Hollander messaged Rozanov to congratulate him on his cup win and arranged to meet up with him before the 2014 awards. Hollander was among those diagnosed with gonorrhea in the summer of 2014, presumably contracting it from oral sex with Rozanov. He had to pay cash to a discrete doctor to get it treated.
Martin spent Christmas 2014 with Hollander and his parents. Later, Rozanov gave Eastman instructions for how he should have sex with Hollander - with Hollander aware it was on his instruction - and Eastman sent him an explicit photo of Hollander after.
Ch.17 spoilersYuna, without telling Hollander, sniped a sponsorship deal from an injured Mark Archer, which Hollander apologized profusely for. He fretted over Archer for not taking enough time off after his injury. Archer teased him by calling Rozanov his boyfriend, which Hollander denied.


          [image: Scott has dark tousled hair, a scruffy beard, and hazel eyes. His expression is faintly worried, but the way he glances to the side looks slightly sly. ]        

                                  













  











Scott

Hunter
                                      




                New York

Admirals

New York, NY, USA              

                                                	#21                  	C                
                                  	 6’2”                  	 205lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	July 1983,  New York, NY, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2006, Paulsen                  
                              


                I wanna see what it's like. Just for a little bit. I know it's stupid, okay? I just need...              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Hunter was the first POV character, opening with catching Rozanov and Hollander at All Stars 2011. He went to the chat for advice, because he'd never caught anyone before. Shortly after, he introduced Hollander to Martin in Montreal. He is shown to have casual sexual relationships with many other club members, including Casey and Martin. When Noyer retired, he gave Hunter admin permissions over the chat and gave him his actual phone number.
At the 2011 MLH Awards, Hunter was among the attendees who had to find a drunk and lost Hollander. After Price was traded to Tampa, Hunter flew out to help him set up his apartment. He also offered to visit Price in Pittsburgh after another trade. Late in 2011, he arranged to have photos added to the chat after demanding to know if the guys just wanted them for dick pics. He was rewarded with... a lot of dick pics.
Hunter has been an active, level-headed presence in the chat, reassuring and giving advice and checking in on others. He has a sometimes beleaguered relationship with the younger members. McGee listed him as one of the "most anxious people" in the club. Hunter revealed that he was caught (and saved) by Paulsen after a rumor started about him being gay. He tried to talk Casey out of getting engaged to another woman, but the conversation turned into an argument.
He hosted the 2012 New York Tennis Club orgy, saying "what the hell". He hooked up with Casey, Price, and Gardonyi during the orgy. Afterward, he talked with Martin about the "keep it casual" rule in relation to Hollander and Rozanov, explaining that the rule exists because a bad breakup would be a security risk. He also expressed anxiety about not wanting to be the "emperor of Tennis Club." Martin was able to persuade him that there are plenty of other risks that they regularly tolerate, and that it's not fair to deny themselves the things they want. For the 2013 lockout, Casey and Hunter arranged to get signed to the same team in Schwenningen, Germany, close to Berggren and Price in Switzerland.
As app moderator, Hunter approved of Spyrou rejoining the app and mediated the discussion of sharing phone numbers, proposing a new rule for safely storing people's numbers. He also agreed with bringing back the other retired members and was the one to name their side chat The Bingo Club.
In the summer of 2014, Williams revealed to the club that Hunter had been dating "a civilian," and Hunter insisted that he and Kip had just been a "short-term" thing and were no longer seeing each other. However, he had to contact Kip to tell him to get tested for gonorrhea.
Chapter.17 spoilersIn spring 2015, Hunter revealed to Archer that Kip was "staying with" him, which was met with criticism. Hunter conceded that he understood it was stupid but that he liked Kip, liked having someone around, and that it wasn't the same as what he got from Tennis Club. He pleaded that he just wanted to see what it was like. It was unclear if he was still hooking up in Tennis Club. As app moderator, he added the calling feature.


          [image: Kallio has long blond hair, blue eyes, and a broad face that has done a lot of smiling.  He's wearing plaid, he's making some sort of Disney princess face at the camera, and he's holding a leaf of poison ivy up to his face.]        

                                  













  











Jussi

Kallio
                    a.k.a. "Kal"                  




                Vancouver

Cascade

Vancouver, BC, CA              

                                                	#68                  	G                
                                  	 6'0"                  	 208lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	October 1982,  Espoo, Finland                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	Finnish, Swedish, English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Minnesota Nomads, Iowa Wild (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2006, Tulkki                  
                              


                It's not poison ivy. I don't get poison ivy. It's poison oak.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Our first introductions to Kallio were that he was an outdoorsman "on some fuckass mountain fighting a bear" and that he got poison oak (NOT poison ivy) on his ass. He later shared that he takes a lot of photos on his hikes and wants to share them because his team gets mad when he sends too many. When everyone else sent dick pics to the chat, Kallio sent a photo of a tree. He and Shane plan hikes for their overlaps. Notably, Kallio is the only one who texts with full capitalization and punctuation.
Early on, he had sex with Rozanov, though he first asked others if they thought their age difference was too large. He later had a threesome with Cohen and Berggren, during which he and Berg spoke Swedish. He went out of his way to meet up with Lorenzo when he was stressed about his schedule and helped Paulsen set up his new apartment after he was traded.
For the 2013 lockout, Kallio went to the AHL in Abbotsford, a Vancouver suburb. Barrett, playing in Kelowna, came to visit him regularly despite Kallio taking him on miserable camping trips. Kallio cheerfully sent a photo of Barrett hunched in the rain, insisting that he was "being a good sport." McGee postponed visiting Kallio, implying he was annoying to be around for too long, calling him a "fucking lunatic." When he did visit, he was subjected to a slide projector show of Kallio's hiking photos when they weren't actively having sex. Barrett conceded to McGee that Kallio was "weird" but otherwise "alright." Kallio agreed to investigate one of the Columbus goalies to help Danilov, hoping to find evidence of doping, but found nothing.
Kallio visited Spyrou and Micky while he was playing in San Francisco shortly after Micky's accident. Spyrou described him as weird, "even for a goalie" but nice. He expressed that he'd had a difficult season, was glad to see Spyrou, and hooked up with him and Micky. He represented Team Finland at the Sochi Olympics and disclosed that he was caught at the Olympics by Tulkki, a Tennis Club founder who also played for Finland.
Danilov agreed to go on a day hike with Kallio, which Kallio clearly expected him to refuse, despite making several preemptive reassurances.      


          [image: Kowalski is so aggressively blond it's blinding. His eyelashes are practically translucent, and there's a certain puffiness to the skin under his eyebrows that has his eyes vanishing a little. He has an absolutely beatific, unselfconscious smile that shows all of his teeth and gums.]        

                                  













  











Keith

Kowalski
                    a.k.a. "The Wallski" a.k.a. "Wally"                  




                Phoenix

Hellhounds

Phoenix, AZ, USA              

                                                	#53                  	G                
                                  	 6'3"                  	 216lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	December 1989,  Madison, WI, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Tucson Roadrunners (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2010, Williams                  
                              


                I know I'm, like, fucking stupid or whatever, okay? I know. But that doesn't mean I don't know shit.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Kowalski's early introduction revealed that he and Villa play on the same team (AHL Tucson) and were generally expected to be together. He went home to Madison for winter break. He went to the 2011 AHL Awards, where he was up for two goalie awards and it was remarked that he was called up to the MLH for half the season and was expected to be on the Phoenix roster the following year. During his first in-person introduction, he had "three to five crab cakes stuffed in his face" and Cohen described him as "dumb as a rock." He was one of the players that helped to find a lost and drunk Shane in Vegas and helped to take care of him after.
His POV chapter opened his first year on the starting roster for the Phoenix Hellhounds, where he quickly earns the complimentary nickname "The Wallski" for his skill. He and Villa had been living together prior to this and still spent a lot of time together. The central conflict of his chapter was Villa slacking off at hockey to spend more time with him, which Kowalski worried would keep them apart long-term. He confessed his feelings to Villa and they agreed to break the "keep it casual" rule and give a serious relationship a try.
Kowalski nearly got in trouble getting too drunk with McGee after his first MLH game and has demonstrated a general obliviousness to other club members' drama. He and Hollander quickly developed an amicable relationship, exchanging relationship advice. Kowalski thinks Hollander is "aces at asking questions" and credited him with his and Villa's getting together.
Kowalski has low intelligence and a poor memory, which other club members occasionally tease him for but generally seem to accommodate without cruelty. Villa has been shown to cover for him by reminding him of things, sending messages on his behalf, and giving him clear instructions. He hates hot weather and thinks it's fucked up that people live in Arizona.
After Villa moved up to the MLH in the 2012-13 season, the two of them began living together again and appear very happy. They explained that the team is not suspicious of them because they call Villa Kowalski's "service animal," making fun of his intelligence, assuming they live together because he needs the support. They call each other their first names in front of their team.
For the 2013 lockout, Kowalski and Villa both went back to the AHL in Tucson. McGee consulted Kowalski for information about the goalies ahead of Danilov, and he supplied mostly personal information. He later asked McGee to leave one of the goalies alone, because he liked him and didn't want to see him hurt, tacitly giving permission to go after the other who was rumored to be "a dick." Kowalski and Villa visited Micky shortly after his injury. It was mentioned that reporters have intentionally been teeing up "Wallski-isms" where he misunderstands questions in funny ways. 
Danilov described Kowalski and Villa as being "generous" with their love and making him feel included in their intimacy when they're together.      


          [image: Lorenzo has thick, dark brown hair, and a little bit of a baby face in that he still sort of has a puppy fat look. He’s started growing in a decent beard to combat this.]        

                                  













  











Phillip

Lorenzo
                    a.k.a. "Phil" a.k.a. "Enzo"                  




                Chicago Warriors

Chicago, IL, USA              

                                                	#90                  	D                
                                  	 6'2"                  	 208lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	August 1987,  Kitchener, ON, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English, Spanish                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Rockford IceHogs (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2009, Cohen                  
                              


                I dunno, they actually started listening to me.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Lorenzo was playing in the AHL in Rockford when he was introduced and frequently complained about the remote location and lack of opportunities to hook up, despite frequently meeting with Cohen. They both preferred bottoming, so their hookups weren't satisfying. When Cohen was expected to leave Iowa, Lorenzo panicked about how infrequently he would see anyone in the club and confessed to being lonely. Cohen helped him rework his schedule to see more people, which Lorenzo was grateful for. He helped Cohen pack when he traded.
During his POV chapter, Lorenzo met Hollander for the first time and explained that the most important thing he gets from Tennis Club is feeling close to people he doesn't have to hide from. He mentioned that he uses a fake "butch" voice with people who don't know he's gay. Later on, he and Hollander had a threesome with Martin. 
Late in 2012, he gave Kowalski advice about confessing his feelings to Villa, supporting the decision. He was Gordonyi's first sexual partner, though he talked him down from "going all the way" his first time and made sure Rozanov checked in on him afterward. He said he wanted to be his first because he knew he would be "nice about it," which wasn't necessarily true for everyone in the club. He tends to come to others' defense in the chat when they were being picked on.
A running gag early on was his desperation to find gay players in Chicago, searching for outlandish signs that someone might be queer. When he was called up in 2012, he began to suspect a rookie off a juniors team might be gay because he seemed nervous in the locker room. He was too distracted to catch him at first, and when he decided to try again, he realized that the rookie's behavior was actually due to sexual abuse by their video coach, Failor. He comforted the rookie, searched for ways to deal with the situation, and ultimately asked the older club members for help. Casey used leverage with his team to have the rookie traded away from Chicago.
In 2011, he expressed doubt that he would ever get called up to the MLH and discussed giving up, but later that season he was called up during a flu outbreak and kept on by Chicago longer than expected. Danilov commented that his game had significantly improved. He was later signed to a two-year contract with the Chicago MLH team. For the 2013 lockout, Lorenzo went back to the AHL in Rockford. When McGee asked him to dig up dirt on the goalies ahead of Danilov, Lorenzo replied that he was also worried about Danilov but seemed equally concerned about McGee, checking to see if he was really sober. Lorenzo visited Micky after his injury and attended the 2014 West Coast orgy where he hooked up with Gardonyi.
Ch.17 spoilersThree years after Lorenzo joined the NHL full time, the video coach Failor was abruptly fired. He reached out to Archer, who had hired an investigator for the issue and discovered there hadn't been enough evidence to go to the press without exposing the victims, but it was enough to scare team management when he brought it to them. Lorenzo was initially grateful for this resolution until he learned Failor had been hired to coach a high school team. He blamed Archer for making the situation worse and demanded he fix the situation. Archer argued that he didn't have the kind of power Lorenzo imagined him to and resented being held responsible, arguing that it was because he was gay, unlike all of the teammates who knew about the situation and were more to blame.
Taking this to heart, Lorenzo did start talking to his teammates about the situation, finally "snapping" and yelling at them for staying quiet about it. When he was accused of being one of the victims, he said he didn't care if they thought he was and called them out for being cowardly and afraid of management. He eventually energized the room and convinced the team to threaten a playoffs strike if management didn't release their investigation. When he called to tell Archer what happened, Archer encouraged him to become the team's new union representative.


          [image: Martin has a face that could very easily be too intense, but his personality brings a lot of needed softness. If willem dafoe is an 11, Martin is a 6 in cheekbones. He has green eyes and soft brown hair. He has some fake teeth that are noticeably whiter than his natural ones.]        

                                  













  











Jeremy

Martin
                    a.k.a. "Marty"                  




                Montreal Metros

Montreal, QC, CA              

                                                	#47                  	D                
                                  	 6'1"                  	 188lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	September 1988,  Lausanne, Switzerland                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	French, English, Italian                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Laval Rocket (AHL), Lausanne HC (NL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2009, Danilov                  
                              


                You cannot fill your house with a lie.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Martin met Hollander shortly after he was caught, because he was playing in the AHL in the Montreal suburbs. Hunter described Martin as nice, smart, and a good fighter on the ice. He bonded with Hollander as a French speaker and expressed eagerness to spend time together, because it's "nicer, when it is someone who knows." He reassured Hollander's anxiety about having anal sex for the first time and offered to talk through it with him. Hollander went to his house to mope and watch tape after his game with Boston was canceled, and Martin set boundaries with other players to avoid making Hollander uncomfortable afterward.
Multiple club members noted Martin as being sexually uninhibited, and he has showed little hesitation in saying what he wants from sexual encounters. He has identified himself as a bottom. He attended the 2012 New York Tennis Club orgy where he asked the rookies, Eastman and Gardonyi, to "run a train on him," then later met up with them again and asked them to do him at the same time.
He and Hollander have developed a close, intimate friendship that includes sex acts, despite not considering themselves particularly compatible. They were implied to have a lot of threesomes with other club members, know what each other likes in bed, and went on a side quest to take the perfect dick pic. Martin has been extremely supportive of Hollander's relationship with Rozanov. They mutually described themselves as best friends.
Martin made starting roster for the Montreal Metros in 2012 and quickly developed an animosity with Hayden Pike, both of them resenting the other for wanting to spend time with Hollander. When Pike accidentally interfered with a Boston meetup, Martin was intentionally rude to him and told him off for being too clingy with Hollander.
Martin was caught by Danilov, who he says did a very good job, comforted him, let him cry, and gave him a hug. He prepared Cohen's apartment in Toronto after he was traded. He was the one to successfully talk to Casey about his decision to get engaged to a woman and persuade him not to do it. He persuaded Hunter not to worry about the "keep it casual" rule, pointing out the many other risks the club toerates. Cohen said Martin is "the only one of use suited for politics." He stated he would "rather die" than go hiking and makes Hollander come over to kill spiders.  
Martin complained to Price in 2013 about Hollander and Rozanov's stubbornness in not becoming an item, and the two of them conspired to encourage them. Price showed Martin his makeup and women's clothing, and Martin responded positively, letting Price put makeup on him and trying on his high heels. When Rozanov finally got up the courage to confess his feelings to Hollander, it was during playoffs before game 7 of a Boston-Montreal quarterfinals. Martin only began to express concern for the circumstances right before it happened. Hollander was upset with him and the confession went badly. He confided to McGee that Hollander was mad at him "for weeks" after the playoffs blow-up but they had since made up. For the 2013 lockout, Hollander and Martin both went to the AHL in Laval and lived in Martin's old apartment, which he kept to explain why he stayed at Hollander's so often the year before.  
Martin attended the 2014 West Coast orgy and hooked up with Danilov and Williams. He raised Danilov for looking out for Barrett. Martin was included among the younger club members who Danilov saw as more openly seeking affection from others. Martin was among those diagnosed with gonorrhea in the summer of 2014. Martin spent Christmas 2014 with Hollander and his parents.      


          [image: McGee is a ginger, but he keeps his hair short and filled with product to make it look darker. Dying it would be trying too hard. He’s freckly and has a set of features that make him look sort of permanently upset — distinct, sharp eyebrows with a natural downturn and a pouty mouth.]        

                                  













  











Henry

McGee
                    a.k.a. "Micky"                  




                San Francisco Mission

San Francisco, CA, USA              

                                                	#30                  	RW                
                                  	 6'1"                  	 209lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	June 1985,  Richmond, BC, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2008, Spyrou                  
                              


                And, you know, whatever. I'm a shitty person. Who gives a fuck if I do it?              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       In the chat, McGee is quick to chirp others, sometimes crossing the line into cruelty. He was the first to hook up with Rozanov and mentioned they both "have a rep for partying". Noyer implied that McGee has a difficult personality and isn't well-liked, aside from Rozanov. Villa has joked that several club members "would murder mcgee in real life".
In one notable incident, he started a side chat to lecture to the "young unwed gays" of the club to not marry women as beards. This was poorly received because he is bisexual, was making light of Paulsen's divorce, and also has relationships with women while hooking up in the club. He later apologized to Cohen about it. He flew to Tampa to help Price set up his apartment after being traded.
McGee has complained about tennis, insisting they "shouldn't have to do this shit." He got Kowalski very drunk, did coke, and initiated a foursome with two girls from a club, which involved making out with Kowalski in front of them. Later, Lorenzo observed that "Micky's mad at the world." Lorenzo was also surprised to see McGee sober when they hooked up.
Several comments have been made about McGee's rough play on the ice, including a goalie he seriously injured. His team was noted as enabling his well-known party lifestyle because they like the press it generates.
After the 2012 MLH Awards, McGee accidentally did laced coke while partying with Rozanov and fell into a K-hole. Paulsen came to take care of him. He explained to Rozanov that McGee's self-harming behaviors, including drug use, had been getting worse, despite his own efforts to mitigate them, and he was concerned that McGee would do something worse. Rozanov delayed going back to Russia to stay with McGee, then Paulsen flew out to take over. 
McGee was revealed to have a submissive relationship to Paulsen and previously had a similar relationship with Spyrou, the now-retired club member who caught him after he was nearly outed. McGee became upset when Paulsen suggested asking someone else when he retired and criticized the norm of leaving the club after retirement. He expressed distress at being closeted and regret at having been "saved" by the club from being outed.
At the end of preseason 2012, McGee caught Eastman, which was criticized by others in the club, especially Casey, as a risky catch. He and Casey exchanged harsh words. They got into another argument when Casey got engaged (again) to a woman. On New Year's 2013, McGee drunk texted Casey, morosely asking if Casey had ever liked him. He confirmed that he was "just drunk" and not high. Otherwise, Casey confirmed they had not spoken since the confrontation about the engagement.
With Paulsen's impending retirement, multiple club members expressed concern that McGee would crash and burn afterward. After the retirement, he stopped responding to messages for multiple days, was scratched from the final regular game of the season, and finally rudely replied that he was "fine." A news article provided further details on McGee's situation at the end of the season: he had never been healthy scratched as a punishment before and when he returned to the ice for playoffs, fans concluded that he was hungover due to his poor appearance and performance, stating that he was clearly struggling with addiction and might not return to the San Francisco roster in the fall.
At the start of McGee's POV chapter, he had been in rehab over the summer and was attending Narcotics Anonymous meetings with the oversight of his coach. He was habitually cyberstalking Paulsen's socials. After the 2013 lockout was announced, his coach encouraged him to spend the time focusing on recovery. McGee went to a club and bought cocaine but decided not to do it because there was nobody around to see him acting out. He went to see Rozanov in the hopes of going on a bender together but arrived to find Rozanov in a mental health crisis. McGee quickly put his own issues aside and focused on Rozanov's main struggle: his worries that Danilov would not return from Russia after the lockout because of his precarious position on his team in the US.
McGee originally planned to convince someone to injure one of the goalies ahead of Danilov, traveling to Toronto where Cohen refused to help. He continued to travel around North America, interacting with various Tennis Club members: he gave Eastman advice about seducing Archer, visited with Lorenzo and Williams. While visiting Vrubel, he shifted his plan to try to catch one of the goalies doping, which Kallio investigated for him. He met Barrett and was surprised to be admired for his hockey skill, since that wasn't usually the kind of attention he got, despite being a good player. 
Price invited him to visit Europe where he, Berggren, Casey, and Hunter were "shacking up" for a break. McGee was initially concerned about Casey not wanting him there, but Casey offered them a "clean slate." McGee then reflected that he'd been hurt immediately after joining Tennis Club, when Casey disliked him for the reckless behavior that got him caught. "Here's your community, your fucking safety net, and one of them hates your guts." They later had a heart-to-heart where Casey asked after his addiction recovery and revealed that his mother had struggled with addiction, too. When Casey reflected how hard it was to stay clean when you're "still hurting," McGee replied, "I'm not hurting right now."
With Rozanov's mental health continuing to decline and Hollander pointing out how improbable McGee's strategies for helping Danilov were, he realized that he had accidentally taken five international flights with the cocaine from the start of the lockout in his bag. This gave him the idea to buy a large amount of cocaine and pressure Hollander to plant it on one of the goalies ahead of Danilov, which he did, and they successfully brought Danilov back to the US.
After the lockout ended, McGee relapsed before his first game back. He immediately reached out to Casey to tell him and ask for support. He also admitted his slip-up to his coach, pleading with him that he had done well through the whole lockout and wasn't sure what had gone wrong. He told his coach he was okay to play, but was then seriously injured on the ice. McGee was checked awkwardly over the half-boards by the bench, folding over them, then collapsed, bleeding, with medics delivering aid without moving him off the ice. He was taken to the hospital and went into surgery for a collapsed lung and broken ribs.
After his injury, McGee's coach continued to cover for him but intervened and prevented him from getting opioid pain medication, despite his doctor saying it wasn't a problem with his addiction history. Retired member Spyrou came to the hospital after McGee's injury and offered to stay with him. McGee then, without warning, came out to his mother and introduced Spyrou as his boyfriend, knowing it would upset her enough that she would leave. He was able to leave the hospital after a few days and returned home with Spyrou to care for him. His injuries were described as "flail chest" and "sucking chest wound," which he described as "my chest exploded." Spyrou projected that it would "take a miracle" to get him back on the ice by next season.
Kowalski, Villa, Kallio, Vrubel, and Lorenzo all came to visit McGee after his injury, then all players not in the Olympics came to San Francisco to watch the Olympics together and have group sex. Everyone was affectionate with McGee and assured him they loved him, though they did return to some light teasing. McGee's ability to participate in sex was greatly reduced as he recovered, but he did hook up with Spyrou and others. 
At the West Coast orgy, McGee instructed Eastman to take an overwhelmed Barrett to another room. Despite not being up for much, most of the attendees touched him a little. He had to go nap before everyone left and checked in with Danilov before doing so. He assured him that he would not tell Spyrou what they had done to Pope and that nobody was talking about it.
He supported Spyrou when he left for a few days to come out to his daughter and they exchanged 'I love you's.
At the start of the 14-15 season, McGee was still on Injured Reserve, and Spyrou was still living with him. Eastman, who was getting called up to San Francisco, stayed with them when he was in town. As Eastman struggled to adjust to the Mission locker room, McGee perceptively identified his anxieties, as well as his control issues, and linked them to hazing trauma. When he tried to question Eastman about this, Eastman got angry and called McGee out for having a poor relationship with his father and "shacking up" with a much older man. They left on bad terms.      


          [image: Poruks is wide in the shoulders and the face. He has disheveled brown hair, slightly bushy eyebrows, and green eyes. He's all puppy fat and acne, and his facial hair is thin and scraggly -- but he has a warm smile and a good jaw shape. For the tradition of all the rookies getting a dog breed assigned by vibe, Poruks is like one of those sheep dogs with the hair covering their eyes; he has a hapless energy to him.]        

                                  













  











Gatis

Poruks
                    a.k.a. "Porky"                  




                Utica Comets

Utica, NY, USA              

                                                	#31                  	D                
                                  	6'1"                  	218lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	February 1994, Jelgava, Latvia                  
                                      	Family:                    	                      single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	Latvian, Russian, English (?)                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      HS Riga                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2014, Price                  
                              


                Nobody likes me here. I don't understand anybody. I miss you all the time.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Poruks was drafted by the New Jersey Devils in 2012 but continued to play in his home country of Latvia for two years. He had hoped to play in Switzerland but wasn't able to sign because of the MLH players in Europe for the lockout. He came to New Jersey in 2014, speaking very little English and not even knowing what city he was playing in. He was shown to be very close to his mama and have two siblings at home. Encouraged by his mama, he quickly turned to food for comfort.
He struggled with his language barrier during camp, though a group of Russian-speaking players took him in, since his Russian was much better than his English. Other players, including the Russian-speakers, criticized him for his weight and gave him the nickname "Porky." Team management also criticized his weight and gave him a special diet plan.
By the end of training camp, his agent told him the team would send him to the AHL in Utica to learn English and lose weight, despite his good performance on the ice. Poruks was in poor spirits when one of his teammates called him a faggot. He hid in a dark room and called his mama, crying, saying he wasn't sure he could stay in the MLH. Just then, Price found him and, with Rozanov on the phone to translate, caught him, told him about Tennis Club, and gave him a hug. Poruks was added to Danilov and Rozanov's "secret Russian chat."
Poruks met up with Eastman multiple times during his first fall in the AHL in Utica. Though he continued to struggle with the language barrier, Rozanov helped with translating for him and instructed Eastman and Gardonyi on how to speak to him more clearly. He and Rozanov hooked up while at Eastman's apartment, and he and Eastman fooled around a few times once they were more comfortable with one another. They didn't have sex because Gardonyi was "still figuring out what he liked" and the language barrier made negotiations more difficult.
Poruks took Eastman to the Utica zoo and spent Christmas 2014 at Eastman's parents' house with him, Gardonyi, and Rozanov.      


          [image: Price has long red hair, a thick red beard, hazel eyes, and a strong brow that casts his eyes into miserable shadow. ]        

                                  













  











Ryan

Price
                    a.k.a. "Princess"                  




                New Jersey

Devils

Newark, NJ, USA              

                                                	#92                  	D                
                                  	 6’7”                  	 231lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	August 1987,  Ross Harbor, NS, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Many :(                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2010, Noyer                  
                              


                You can still make some pretty good friends keeping it casual.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Price, as in canon, has been traded every season. At the start of the story, he was playing in Brooklyn with Noyer. He was very attached to Noyer and distressed at his impending retirement. Noyer was the one to catch him, though he wasn't going out of his way to hide his sexuality at the time - he was simply ignored by his teammates to the point that nobody noticed. Noyer wondered whether it had been harmful, putting Price into the closet by catching him, but years later, Price told others that the friendship and support he has in the club are more important to him. He and Noyer were snowed in with Hollander and Martin, and Price was the first person in the club other than Rozanov that Hollander fooled around with. 
At the end of his season with Brooklyn, Price was abruptly traded to Tampa Bay and given only one day to pack and leave. He and Noyer weren't able to say goodbye properly. He later revealed that he received a concussion early on in playoffs in Tampa but was cleared to play anyway and has little memory until he "came around" in July. Around that time, as various members of the club were in crisis, Hollander pointed out that it had been a long time since anyone heard from Price, prompting Hunter and McGee to fly Tampa and help him set up his new apartment. Hollander also gave Price meditation tapes to help him with his anxiety over flying.
McGee listed Price "obviously" among the "most anxious people" in the club. Price messages infrequently in the group chat but has a tendency to drop one funny line out of nowhere. Price was not among those who sent a dick pic after pictures were implemented.
In the summer of 2012, Price was traded again to Pittsburgh, where he starts living with Casey rather than living out of a hotel room. After Casey got engaged to a woman, Price stepped into the chat to tell the other guys to lay off of him. He reported to Hollander and Martin that he was still hooking up with Casey during this time and helped arrange fro Martin to talk to Casey about the situation. He attended the 2012 New York Tennis Club orgy where he hooked up with Hunter, Casey, and Eastman.
Casey caught Price watching a "femboy" porn video and, when asked to explain his tastes, implied that he wished he could look like that but didn't think it was possible. Casey disagreed and showed him a drag queen, Layla, with a full beard and chest hair, then offered to paint Price's nails. Price panicked during the nail painting but went through with it. Casey mentioned that Price had mostly topped before joining Tennis Club, due to his partners' preferences, but after spending so much time with Noyer, who can't bottom for medical reasons, he expressed a preference for bottoming. Casey and Rozanov arranged to take Price to a drag bar on New Year's Eve, where Layla had all three of them made up in drag. Price panicked again during the makeup application but returned after talking to Layla and became more confident while in drag. When Price asked if he/she should have a different name while in drag, Rozanov suggested "Princess."
He expected his trade in the spring of 2013 but was relieved to learn he was being traded to Boston, where he would be with Rozanov. He assured Casey he would be okay, and Casey arranged to have his "pretty things" shipped to Rozanov, with both of them discussing feminine clothing they could buy to cheer him up.
Price's POV chapter continued his explorations of gender after his move to Boston, with Rozanov encouraging him. Later, he revealed his makeup and clothes to Martin with the expectation that the gossip would "leak" to the rest of the club, meaning he wouldn't have to tell more people. Throughout spring 2013, he was actively supportive of multiple club members, shown to be much more active in DMs than the regular chat, as well as a bit of a gossip. Price considered going to San Francisco for the summer to support McGee after Paulsen's retirement. He and Rozanov developed a deep, comfortable friendship, with Price pleased to have a close friend that would come over without calling ahead.
Price and Marty worked together to encourage Rozanov and Hollander to talk about their relationship, culminating in Rozanov deciding to reveal his feelings. Unfortunately, the timing (before a high-stakes Boston-Montreal playoff game) was awful and the confession went badly. Rozanov blamed price for encouraging him and made a dig at his past feelings for Noyer, saying he fell in love with him "because he was the first guy to be nice to you," then told Price not to talk to him for the rest of playoffs.  
Price withdrew after this confrontation, with other teammates reaching out to him, worried. Instead of going to San Francisco to help McGee, he went home to stay with his sister in Nova Scotia. He told her that it was overall a good season, that he'd liked the teams he was on, and that he didn't mind not being able to pursue a relationship while playing hockey because he had good friends.  
  During the 2013 lockout, Price signed to a Swiss team in Zurich to be close to Berggren, also near Zurich, and Hunter and Casey in southern Germany. Berggren flew with him to help with his flying anxiety. Price invited McGee to come visit during their break, assuring him the he would "handle" Casey ahead of time. While they were cooped up in the house, he painted his fingernails and McGee's toenails.
Danilov went to Price's ahead of the 2014 West Coast orgy so they could fly together. Price checked in with him and reassured him, then put on lingerie at Danilov's request before they hooked up. After the Olympics, Rozanov shared that Price was 'hovering' and that he was mostly staying at Price's place while he recovered emotionally.    
Price was upset by the revelation that leaving the club at retirement was a norm, not a requirement, and contacted Spyrou, explaining that it had seemed like Noyer felt like he had to leave and asking if he had felt the same. Later, when he attended the 2014 West Coast orgy, Spyrou revised his answer to Price, explaining the pressure he had felt to not admit how much he needed the club and how difficult it was to lose it. In the chat, Price then proposed to the group that they stop the practice of expecting retired players to leave, openly declaring how much the club meant to him and that they all needed each other. Others thanked him for being brave and ultimately agreed with him.    
Price traded from Boston to New Jersey in the summer of 2014, and Casey came to help him set up his new apartment. He was among those who tested positive for gonorrhea. He suspected Poruks as a catch, saying it was "just a vibe" and taking it slow. After trying to talk to him and meeting a language barrier, he caught Poruks by having Rozanov on the phone to translate his words to Russian.
Ch.17 spoilersWhile playing in New Jersey, Price was regularly attending Layla's drag bar and considering performing as Princess.


          [image: Rozanov has blue eyes and a changeable shade of curly brown hair, that glows golden in some lights. He's wearing a beanie and hoodie, and has a cigarette in his mouth. His expression is like a cat who has spotted a canary but not decided if it was going to eat it or not. ]        

                                  













  











Ilya

Rozanov
                    a.k.a. "Roz"                  




                Boston Raiders

Boston, MA, USA              

                                                	#81                  	C                
                                  	 6’0”                   	 190lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	June 1991,  Moscow, Russia                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	Russian, English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      N/A                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2011, Hunter                  
                              


                I don't know how to talk to him. I open my mouth and what comes out...              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Hollander and Rozanov were caught together by Hunter during All Stars 2011. Early on, he behaved immaturely and rubbed some club members the wrong way, with Archer describing him as a "bit of a showboat, kinda rude." He did get along with McGee early on, which was notable because many others in the club do not get along with him. He and McGee went clubbing and hooked up.
Rozanov behaved jealously about Hollander early on, getting upset when he posted his STI results to the chat, indicating he was having sex with someone in the club. He was rude to Price and Noyer, who were with him at the time, and Noyer told him off for having double-standards, since he himself was having sex with other people. Hollander did end up having anal sex for the first time with Rozanov later in their rookie season, after which Price reported that his "bad mood" had resolved. He noticeably began to loosen up about Hollander's sexual behavior afterward.
Soon after joining the chat, Rozanov began messaging with Danilov, the only other Russian, so he could talk with someone in his own language. Danilov said Rozanov "thinks I am his mother" and messages him when he's upset. They maintain a "Russian code of secrecy" and don't talk to others about their conversations, except for one incident where Danilov enlisted other older club members to give Rozanov advice on having sex with a virgin (Hollander). Rozanov explained that they don't meet up in Moscow over the summer because it's too dangerous.
Rozanov and Hollander are implied, off-screen to have their canon 2011 MLH awards argument on the roof, but afterward Cohen found Rozanov on the roof. Rozanov confessed that he struggled to communicate with Hollander, then had sex with Cohen, who called him out on being a dick because he was stressed about going to Russia.
During training camp 2011, Rozanov clocked Gardonyi as gay, though the rest of the club was skeptical of his methods of detection, which are heavily vibes-based. After catching Gardonyi, Rozanov immediately took on a protective role toward him, declaring "he is my son" and trying to shelter him from sex talk. After Lorenzo became Gordy's first hookup, he messaged Rozanov to make sure someone checked on him afterward.
At the 2012 MLH Awards, Rozanov went clubbing with McGee, who took laced coke and fell into a K-hole. Rozanov was using Ritalin recreationally at the time. He brought Paulsen in to help handle the situation, and after Paulsen described McGee's behavior as self-harm, Rozanov became deeply concerned and told Paulsen about his mother's suicide. He rescheduled his trip back to Russia so he could stay with McGee in San Francisco and keep him sober.
Despite generally giving up his jealous behavior, Rozanov made several suspicious comments about Martin's relationship with Hollander. They met for the first time at the 2012 New York Tennis Club orgy, where Rozanov and Hollander had sex with each other and no one else. He exhibited some possessive posturing toward Martin, but when he and Martin talked later, Martin expressed his support of a romantic relationship between Rozanov and Hollander and helped ensure the two of them could spend the night together in the same room.
For New Year's 2013, Rozanov helped Casey arrange to visit a drag bar in New York with Price, who was exploring gender presentation. The three of them went and dressed in drag, which Rozanov seemed to find fun. He declared that his drag name was "Lily."   
When Price was traded to Boston, he worked with Casey to make sure he got his "pretty things" sent to Boston and bought him stockings to cheer him up. He and Price developed a close friendship during the spring of 2013 with Rozanov encouraging his gender exploration and Price encouraging his relationship with Hollander. Rozanov was interested in and turned on by Villa and Kowalski's new domesticity. Paulsen told him a relationship with Hollander "could work." He and Price theorized why the "no sex during playoffs" rule exists, mentioning superstition, increased scrutiny, and physical exhaustion. He confessed to Price that his feelings for Hollander are special and intense.  
When Rozanov finally got up the courage to confess his feelings to Hollander, it was during playoffs before game 7 of a Boston-Montreal quarterfinals. He returned to Price's hotel room furious, saying Hollander barely let him get in the door and complained that it was playoffs and "against the rules." He blamed Price for encouraging him and worried that his current arrangement with Hollander was ruined. He made an unfair dig at Price, hurting his feelings, and told him not to talk to him until playoffs were over.\  
  Ahead of the 2013 lockout, Rozanov suffered a mental health crisis, falling into a deep depression over various stressors in his life. Gardonyi and Eastman attempted to look after him, and when McGee arrived, he refused the idea that it was due to his argument with Hollander (who he was refusing to text back), instead citing family stressors, his guilt over yelling at Price, not wanting to play in the AHL, and especially his concern for Danilov, who he didn't think would come back from Russia after the lockout. He explained that being in Russia was hard for both of them, especially with the new anti-LGBT laws, and that he didn't think he'd ever talk to him again. He slowly came out of the depressive episode as McGee promised to "fix everything."
Later in the season, while McGee was in Europe, Rozanov fell into another depressive episode, which Gardonyi struggled to hide from their coaches. Archer was called in for support instead, asking if he needed to "hide the razorblades," which they were unsure about. Soon after, Hollander and McGee succeeded in bringing Danilov back to the US by sabotaging another goalie. Rozanov was grateful and cried when McGee told him that Hollander did it for him.
Rozanov represented Team Russia in the Sochi Olympics. Ahead of the Olympics, he sent out clear safety rules for all other club members who would be attending, including not having the app, not contacting any members they don't have a public relationship with, and no sleeping with men. Hollander thanked him for the clear explanation. It was revealed that Danilov didn't go to Sochi at Rozanov's request. He and Danilov were shown to sext and have in-jokes in their private messages. After he returned, his friends comforted him over Russia's loss, with Danilov insisting it wasn't his fault and the team was poorly composed and Williams joking that there weren't enough queer people on the team. Gardonyi and Price "hovered" over him and he mostly stayed at Price's place while he recovered emotionally. Danilov checked in with him and they reflected that coming back and "exhaling" after being in Russia is the worst part. 
Rozanov joked about getting turned on by Hollander's hockey rants. After he won the cup in 2014, Hollander messaged to congratulate him and arrange a meetup before the awards. Danilov came to Boston to watch the final game and met up with him for congratulations after, then admonished him to pursue a new, more secure US visa.
During the summer of 2014, Rozanov's friend Sasha was catfished by a hate group in Moscow and trapped in a hotel near Danilov's suburb. Unable to get there in time, he broke their normal security rules and called Danilov, who risked his life to save Sasha. Afterward, he went to Danilov's house, where he had brought Sasha, and awkwardly met his wife and children.
Rozanov was presumed to have gonorrhea after multiple people in the club tested positive in the summer of 2014 but couldn't be informed until he returned from Russia. He had oral gonorrhea but managed, against statistical probability, to infect three people, including Hollander, because of his love for sucking dick.
Price later recruited Rozanov to help him catch Gatis Poruks. He was on the phone, translating Price's words into Russian during the catch. Poruks was later added to his and Danilov's "top secret" Russian chat. He supported Poruks after, joining him when he first met Eastman and Gardonyi and translating for him. He also gave other players tips on speaking to someone with low English proficiency. They hooked up, presumably Poruks's first time, with Eastman reflecting that he was the right person to be Poruks's first because of his gentle personality and their shared language. He went to Eastman's parents' house for Christmas 2014, along with Gardonyi and Poruks. He commiserated with Eastman and Gardonyi about their unpleasant family dynamics.
By the 2014-15 season, Rozanov seemed dismissive of the "keep it casual" rule. He used Eastman as a proxy to have sex with Hollander, giving him instructions on what to do and ensuring Hollander knew the dynamic. Eastman sent him an explicit photo of Hollander afterward.      


          [image: Villa is saved from being too pretty by his buzz cut, thick eye brows, and the satellite dishes he calls ears. He's one of those guys who has absolutely absurd natural eye lashes and full lips. He tans very well in the summers so here he is very brown skinned.]        

                                  













  











Joe

Villa
                                      




                Phoenix

Hellhounds

Phoenix, AZ, USA              

                                                	#4                  	D                
                                  	 5'10"                  	 176lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	March 1990,  Hamilton, ON, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Tucson Roadrunners (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2010, Kowalski                  
                              


                I wanna be with you all the time. You know that?              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Villa's early introduction revealed that he and Kowalski play on the same team (AHL Tucson) and were generally expected to be together. He had a relatively small presence in the early chapters, though he was active in the chat, cracked a lot of jokes, and was listed by McGee as one of the "most anxious people" in the club.
Kowalski moved up to the MLH team in Phoenix while Villa stayed behind, citing the excess of defense players in the league. They had been living together prior to Kowalski's move but afterward Villa was frequently driving from Tucson, sometimes missing practices, to spend more time with Kowalski. He became defensive when Kowalski tried to ask him about whether this was damaging his career, demanding to know if Kowalski didn't want him around. When Kowalski finally explained that he was concerned because he wanted them to play together in Phoenix so they could be together as a couple, Villa apologized and promised to work harder. The two exchanged 'I love you's and spent their first Christmas together.
In the winter of the 2012-13 season, Villa was finally moved up to the MLH, though he accidentally disclosed sensitive team information in telling the rest of the club about it.  
After moving to Phoenix, Villa and Kowalski were living together again and seemed very happy. They revealed that they use first names in front of their teammates and aren't under scrutiny for living together because people assume it's due to Kowalski's intellectual disabilities, which Villa "helps" him with. For the 2013 lockout, Kowalski and Villa both went back to the AHL in Tucson.
Villa and Kowalski visited McGee after his injury. Spyrou observed that Villa talked a lot and very energetically, but when he stealthily tried to give him decaf, McGee said caffeine made him "less annoying," and told Villa to shut up. Villa later attended the 2014 West Coast orgy and hooked up with Cohen.
Danilov described Kowalski and Villa as being "generous" with their love and making him feel included in their intimacy when they're together.      


          [image: Vrubel is just kind of a sweaty guy. He's always just a little shiny and he always looks faintly worried. He smiles at you like he's checking to be sure he should be smiling. He has well-styled short brown hair, brown eyes, and a short beard. ]        

                                  













  











Dominik

Vrubel
                    a.k.a. "Vrub"                  




                Anaheim

Hammerheads

Anaheim, CA, USA              

                                                	#22                  	G                
                                  	 6'2"                  	 221lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	August 1979,  Ústí nad Labem, Czechia                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       divorced (Kelli), no kids                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	Czech, English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Washington Banners, San Francisco Mission, Chicago Warriors, Rockford IceHogs (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2005, Noyer                  
                              


                Ten minutes afterglow before you start running your mouth, okay?              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Vrubel's was passed over by Noyer as a potential admin for the chat because he isn't as careful as Hunter. When Paulsen found out his team was being sold, Vrubel was concerned and made sure he could get home safely. He later flew to Atlanta with Archer to help Paulsen pack. He later expresses concern for Casey's blood pressure.
Vrubel caught Williams when he was drunk and tried to hit on another player, intervening before he could be found out. His rookie year, he played with Gardonyi's father, who was in his last year, and reported that he hated him and thought he was a dick. Hollander mentioned that he and Vrubel do not hook up, but Martin said that he would watch if the two of them fucked in front of him. After McGee drunk texted Casey while in LA for New Year's Eve, Casey messaged Vrubel, who assured him he would take care of McGee.  
Some bad blood between Williams and Vrubel was suggested after Williams traded to Washington with Williams making fun of Vrubel's dick and then insisting they weren't actually fighting and that "Vrub is Vrub" and it was "old news."
For the 2013 lockout, Vrubel went to the AHL affiliate in San Diego. McGee asked him for information about the goalies ahead of Danilov in Columbus, and Vrubel gave information about their skills and injury status. McGee later came to visit him, and after less than a day, Vrubel began worrying about "playing house" with him. McGee was not surprised by this, knowing Vrubel well, and insisted, "I'm not gonna fall in love with you". Vrubel pointed out his past attachments to Paulsen and Spyrou, and McGee dismissed having any greater interest, saying he was "a half-decent lay and a really good cook." McGee reflected that this paranoia came from Vrubel's history, having developed feelings for a Tennis Club member who retired in 2007 and afterward committed to emotional distance. When McGee was injured, Vrubel was the only person with a contact on the San Francisco team that could give them news.
Vrubel visited McGee after his injury. Spyrou revealed in his personal reflections that it was Tulkki who Vrubel was hung up on after his retirement and that he had comforted Vrubel while he was divorcing his wife and getting over Tulkki. Vrubel was teased for expressing care to McGee and mentioned that he no longer speaks to his ex wife.
Danilov reflected that, compared to the younger club members, Vrubel didn't want affection or emotional closeness. Despite this, Danilov asked him for advice about his wife. Vrubel said that he moved out quickly when things fell apart with his ex-wife, Kelli, and that she knew he was cheating but not why.      


          [image: Williams is conventionally and objectively hot in a way that's unfair to the people around them. He has short, brown hair, brown eyes, and biceps that are the size of his head. His smile is dazzling. He's the mythic ideal of the nice football captain in a teen drama. ]        

                                  













  











Taylor

Williams
                    a.k.a. "Yams"                  




                Washington

Banners

Washington, DC, USA              

                                                	#28                  	D                
                                  	 6'0"                  	 192lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	October 1989,  Calgary, AB, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Ontario Reign (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2008, Vrubel                  
                              


                if the league knew how many all stars are sucking dick theyd start drafting out of gay bars              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Williams quickly presented himself as the club gossip monger, with Danilov saying he "gossips like old woman." He generally seems to know everything about everyone, including Hollander and Rozanov, who he described as "star-crossed lovers." 
He was invited to the 2011 AHL awards despite not being nominated for anything because, according to him, he's hot. He was among the club members who helped locate a drunk and lost Hollander and took care of Hollander in his room after.
Despite apparently actively looking for players to catch, Williams failed to catch Lundin during training camp 2011, asking him a few questions about his girlfriend and moving on without spending much more time with him. One of his teammates calls him friendly. He was sent back to the AHL at the end of training camp, likely due to the excess of defense players in the league. He admits to Lundin that he is disappointed, but Lundin praises him for being likable with a good attitude.
Williams was caught by Vrubel when he got drunk and tried to hit on another player because he was sad about going to the AHL. Vrubel intervened. Yams was revealed to have been the "baby of the club" the year Spyrou retired.
In the spring of 2013, Williams was abruptly traded to Washington, which was going for a cup run. The club speculated that this meant he would mvoe up to the MLH and reassured him that he would be okay. Casey, who was upset after Price traded away, was the first club member he saw after moving to Washington. He started crying when they kissed, and then they forgot to use a condom while having sex.  
Williams went "terrifyingly quiet" to other club members for two weeks after trading, prompting Cohen to start daily wellness checks in the main chat. Price mentioned that he was "doing okay" later and was back to his gossip-mongering ways. He and Williams were exchanging photos of weird Boston and Washington sights. Williams made a joke about Vrubel's dick, suggesting there were some hard feelings between them, then brushed it off and insisted they weren't actually fighting and "Vrub is Vrub." He charged Price a "Hollanov tax" (gossip) in exchange for gossip about Archer.  
  For the 2013 lockout, Williams went to the AHL in Hershey, Pennsylvania. He was aware of McGee's scheming early on and spread the news around. McGee broke into his house, and Williams threatened him with a hockey stick before realizing who it was. He told McGee he was proud of him for staying sober. After McGee was injured on the ice, Williams was terrified that he had died, then later closed out of the chat because he was too upset to read theories about what happened. He attended the 2014 West Coast orgy, cuddled affectionately with McGee after he arrived, and hooked up with Martin.
Williams was the source of the 2014 gonorrhea outbreak, presumably catching it from a "puck bunny" he'd slept with outside the team and getting called out for not using condoms with multiple people. He had the infection for multiple weeks, thinking it was a UTI. The club was not happy with him. Williams later overheard a group of Buffalo players discussing a player on their team who they'd discovered was gay. He reached out to the club for help and a rescue was planned, but the player quit hockey before they could execute it.      








  






Retired Members
          [image: Paulsen has gained a lot of forehead as a natural consequence of childrearing. He’s a little tan with some sun damage on his face and a nose that’s been clearly broken before. He has short brown hair that’s buzzed on the sides.]        

                                  













  











Dylan

Paulsen
                    a.k.a. "Paulie"                  




                Winnipeg

Polar Bears

Winnipeg, MB, CA              

                                                	#14                  	LW                
                                  	 6'1"                  	 205lbs                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	January 1979,  St. Cloud, MN, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       divorced (Allison) with two sons (Aiden, Henry)                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Atlanta Polar Bears, Carolina Thunder, New Jersey Devils, Utica Comets (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2004, Pahlke                  
                              


                We'll do our best. That's all we can do.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Paulsen early on answered Scott's call as someone "normal and responsible" in the chat and quickly demonstrated a willingness to give calm, measured advice to younger club members, and direct the rest of the group. When Noyer retired, Hunter had assumed Paulsen would get admin controls over the chat, as he is the next oldest, but Noyer passed him over because he was too close to retirement.
Summer 2011, rumors began spreading that Paulsen's team would be sold, and he expressed extreme distress over making his wife and kids move again. When it was confirmed the team would move from Atlanta to Winnipeg, the rest of the club was concerned for his mental state. He revealed that he and his wife, who knows he's gay, were planning to divorce when he retired anyway, that he thought this would move up the timeline and prevent him from seeing his sons. He lashed out at Casey, who tried to comfort him, but apologized immediately. His wife ultimately decided not to follow him to Winnipeg, and his distress triggered Cohen to call for a "club suicide watch," at which point Vrubel, Archer, Hollander, and Kallio stepped in to help him with his move to Winnipeg.
Paulsen was the one to catch Hunter and, with the help of his sister-in-law, helped to quash rumors about his sexuality. McGee listed Paulsen as one of the "most anxious people" in the club. He, notably, is one of the few not to send a dick pic when pictures are enabled. He and Rozanov have a friendly relationship but do not have sex because of their age difference. Paulsen lied and told Rozanov he doesn't bottom to spare his feelings about this.
Paulsen and McGee were revealed to have a complicated D/S dynamic, which nobody else knows about. He came to the rescue when McGee fell into a K-Hole after the 2012 MLH awards and revealed that he had been trying to help McGee with his drug problem. He and Rozanov worked together to keep McGee sober over the summer. Paulsen expressed concern over the lack of support McGee would have when he retired, which devolved into an argument about the whether the club and its rules are helping or hurting. Later that summer, when Paulsen caught rookie Nick Baldwin kissing his boyfriend, who is not a hockey player, he chose not to catch him, obliquely stating that tennis is "more trouble than it's worth." He mediated arguments between Casey and McGee, obviously defensive on McGee's behalf.
Paulsen struggled with the separation from his sons after moving to Winnipeg and eventually decided to retire at the end of the 2012-13 season to be closer to them. Many club members expressed concern over how McGee would respond to the retirement. He spend much of his last season reflecting on what Tennis Club had done for him and what it had kept him from.
Paulsen was excited to move back to Atlanta, reporting that he would live close to his ex-wife and have open, 50/50 custody, making room for her, and possibly him, to date. He reflected that "hiding is gonna be a hard habit to break." He said that Tennis Club saved him in some ways but maybe he would be out of hockey and married to a man by now without it. Before retiring, he encouraged Rozanov to pursue a relationship with Hollander. McGee stalked Paulsen's social media after his retirement, revealing that he was on vacation with his ex-wife and their children.
Paulsen rejoined the app after The Bingo Club was created and immediately asked after McGee. Paulsen was temporarily brought back into the chat in the summer of 2014 when a Buffalo player was believed to be outed, in the hopes he could help stage a rescue like he did for Hunter. The player quit hockey before they could do anything.      


          [image: Noyer has a mousy complexion, pale blue eyes, and a long nose. He has short, tousled hair, and an easygoing expression. ]        

                                  













  











Ronnie

Noyer
                                      




                Retired

Brooklyn, NY, USA              

                                                	#38                  	C                
                                  	5'10"                  	176                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	September 1976,  Oakville, ON, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       married (Molly), with one son (Dexter)                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Brooklyn Scouts, Anaheim Hammerheads, Philadelphia Rush, Bakersfield Condors;                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2002                  
                              


                Well, maybe if your teammates weren't such little shitheads, it wouldn't be a problem. Find better friends.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Noyer was one of the founders of Tennis Club, describing that it started as six east coast MLH players, who all knew each other and would call each other on the landline to coordinate schedules before the season. He was the last of the original six to retire in 2011, shortly after Hollander and Rozanov were caught.
He and his wife, Molly, are both bisexual and have a longstanding open relationship to same-sex sexual encounters, which was negotiated after they had trouble with their sex life following the birth of their son. She did accidentally learn about Tennis Club, which he never told anyone else in the club.
Before retiring, Noyer met Hollander and explained how Tennis club helped him to express his sexuality while in the closet. They shared one chaste kiss. He also met Rozanov, who he found rude and abrasive, and admonished him for acting jealous about Hollander's hookups while he himself was having sex with other people. He passed off admin control of the chat to Hunter. Price was on his team for his last year, and Price was attached to him and upset about his retirement. When Price was traded, they were unable to say goodbye properly.
Noyer explained that retirement means leaving Tennis Club. After his last game, he told Hunter to cut off his access to the chat, at which point all of his past messages were erased. He then arranged to meet up with Pahlke, another original member who had given him his number before retiring.
Noyer rejoined the app after The Bingo Club was created and asked after Price, saying he was worried about him. He and Pahlke were planning a roadtrip together and Pahlke called him by his first name.      


          [image: Pahlke has brown eyes and dark hair that sweeps away from his face. It's a classic long on top short on the sides situation, with grey on the temples that extends into his thick dark beard. He has a childishly gleeful expression like he's waiting for you to get the joke. ]        

                                  













  











Louis

Pahlke
                                      




                Retired

New Jersey, NJ, USA              

                                                	#12                  	D                
                                  	6'3"                  	207                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	July 1973,  Boston, MA, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      New Jersey Devils                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2002, N/A, Founder                  
                              


                How you doin, beautiful?              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Pahlke was one of the founders of Tennis Club. He was the first guy Noyer ever sucked off and gave him his phone number when he retired. Noyer contacted him and arranged a meet-up after his own retirement.
Pahlke rejoined the app after The Bingo Club was created. He and Noyer were planning a roadtrip together and Pahlke called Noyer by his first name.      


          [image: Spyrou has a broad face with heavily textured skin and five o'clock shadow. He has dark, steely blue eyes and short dark hair that is starting to go grey. He's leaned in like he's about to give something hurtful to you 100% straight. ]        

                                  













  











Greg

Spyrou
                    a.k.a. "Rou"                  




                Retired

Napa Valley, CA, USA              

                                                	#51                  	LW                
                                  	6'1"                  	203                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	May 1973,  Jersey City, NJ, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                       divorced (Sandy) with one daughter (Hannah)                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English, Greek                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      San Francisco Mission (MLH); Philadelphia Rush; St. Louis Jammers                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	2002, N/A, Founder                  
                              


                fuck the rules.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
       Spyrou was one of the founders of Tennis Club. He caught McGee after McGee was photographed making out with a man in a gay bar. He "make the whole thing go away," saving his career. He and McGee had a dom/sub relationship before his retirement.
Spyrou described himself as an "accomplished liar." In his reflections on his time in Tennis Club, Spyrou remembered it being a lifeline for him during his divorce and a cross-country trade. He struggled after retirement and leaving the club, went on a bender, and bought a vineyard in Napa, which he has been running ever since. After McGee's injury, he returned to San Francisco and offered to stay with him for his recovery. After using McGee's phone to send Tennis Club an update on McGee's status, he was startled to realize how large the club had gotten and how high-profile some of its members were.
After complaining about texting on McGee's phone, Spyrou insisted on being added back to the app, which startled younger players who were under the impression that this was against the rules. Spyrou was startled to learn that the rules hadn't changed at all since his retirement, observing that they were created "during a water break at an orgy." He also pointed out that the rules weren't being strictly followed anyway.
Spyrou reflected on his "too-intense year" sleeping with a 23-year-old McGee before retirement, describing feeling guilty about it then. After he returned, they quickly resumed an affectionate and physical (though limited due to injury) relationship. He confessed to Price how difficult retirement had been for him and that he would have been embarrassed to admit that he needed the club and ask to stay, which led to Price asking for a rule change. Spyrou suggested a separate chat for retirees that would leave them accessible to the rest of the club but not interfering in its forward momentum.
At the end of his POV chapter, Spyrou took a brief trip back home and came out to his 18-year-old daughter, who revealed she already knew he was gay and assured him that she loved him. He then joined The Bingo Club. Spyrou told McGee that he wasn't sleeping with anyone outside of Tennis Club in the summer of 2014.
Ch.16 spoilersAs of the 2014-15 season, Spyrou was still living with McGee, though taking trips north to attend to vineyard business. Eastman referred to them as "shacked up" and asked derisively if they had exchanged promise rings.








  






Missed Connections
                                  













  











Jules

Deschamps
                                      




                Retired

Quebec City, QC, Canada              

                                                	#66                  	D                
                                  	6'4"                  	220                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	September 1988, Quebec City, QC, Canada                  
                                      	Family:                    	                      single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	French, English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Charlotte Checkers (AHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	N/A                  
                              


                You didn't like my personality from across the room.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
        Deschamps traded to Minnesota from Charlotte, where he was playing in Florida's AHL affiliate. He had been criticized for not being a "team player," which he attributed to "locker room shit." He expressed anxiety over how to connect with other players while concealing his sexuality. While Berggren failed to catch Deschamps, he did catch onto the fact that Berggren was having relationship conflict with another player (Cohen) but chose not to say anything to him because he was being sent down to Iowa and didn't think they could be of any help to each other.      


                                  













  











Victor

Lundin
                                      




                Los Angeles Conquest

Los Angeles, CA, USA              

                                                	#38                  	LW                
                                  	6'1"                  	194                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	March 1989, Stockholm, Sweden                  
                                      	Family:                    	                      engaged (Karin)                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	Swedish, English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Djurgårdens IF (SHL)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	N/A                  
                              


                I don't think my girlfriend will like this?              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
        Lundin came to the US from Sweden after his girlfriend, Karin, was signed as a model in LA. Because he was too old for the draft, he went to the Los Angeles MLH team on a Professional Try-Out contract, joking (or not) that Karin would leave him if he wasn't signed. Lundin was unimpressed by the US, particularly Ontario, California, but managed to make a good impression on his team. He repeatedly referred to doing things because he was "supposed to," implying that this was his feeling about Karin, as well, who he expressed disinterest in having sex with. He and Karin got engaged after he signed his contract with LA. Williams failed to catch Lundin.      


                                  













  











Nick

Baldwin
                                      




                Manitoba Moose

Winnipeg, MB, CA              

                                                	#15                  	C                
                                  	5'10"                  	179                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	July 1992, West Des Moines, IA, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                      dating (Zack)                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Bemidji State University (NCAA)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	N/A                  
                              


                Do you like tennis?              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
        Baldwin was drafted to Winnipeg in 2012. While lost and unable to find the arena during rookie camp, he met Zack, who helped him get back in time. They later met again, had dinner, and made a romantic connection that became serious very quickly. Baldwin is younger than Zack and expressed uncertainty at navigating his new life.
Paulsen caught the two of them kissing when Zack drove Baldwin to the arena during training camp. He reassured him that he wouldn't share his secret, asked after his relationship with Zack, and then chose not to catch him, instead wishing him luck in his relationship.      


                                  













  











Christopher

Winters
                    a.k.a. "Chris"                  




                Retired

New Haven, CT, USA              

                                                	#44                  	RW                
                                  	6'2"                  	202                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	December 1990, Madison, CT, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                      single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Boston College (NCAA)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	N/A                  
                              


                I have other options. I don't have to put up with this sh—.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
        Winters was a high draft pick by the Buffalo Rifles in 2011 while attending Boston College but chose to stay in school and graduate with a degree in accounting. He had an accomplished NCAA career while playing with BC. He had a supposedly casual relationship with a boy named Johnny while in school. He was shown to have a healthy relationship with his family, particularly his father.
When Winters finally went to play for the Rifles, he had a stronger reputation and was more self-assured than most rookies, which rubbed some of the veterans the wrong way. One of them overheard him having phone sex with Johnny, and Taylor Williams overheard several of his teammates talking about the fact that he's gay. The Tennis Club planned a rescue, but before they could execute it, Winters quit the MLH and went to work at his father's consulting firm. He publicly spoke out against Buffalo and hockey's "toxic" culture when he announced his resignation and wished a 10-year playoff drought on the Rifles.      


                                  













  











Logan

Elwes
                                      




                Philadelphia Rush

Philadelphia, PA, USA              

                                                	#62                  	C                
                                  	6'0"                  	188                
                          

                                                      	Born:                    	April 1995, Somerville, MA, USA                  
                                      	Family:                    	                      single                                      
                                   
                    	Speaks:                    	English                  
                    	Previous teams:                    	                      Michigan State (NCAA)                                      
                                       	Caught:                    	N/A                  
                              


                I honestly don't think I would be here tonight without him.              






Previously on The Tennis Club...
        Elwes was a high draft pick for the Philadelphia Rush in 2014 while playing for Michigan State. He dropped out to play for the MLH after being drafted. It was revealed that Elwes's coach at Michigan State, who is twenty years older than him, "took an interest" in him at seventeen, initiating a secret sexual relationship. Elwes seemed to be continuing that pattern, showing excessive interest in his new coach in Philadelphia.
Other players, resenting Elwes's success at their expense, contacted one of his old teammates, who told them about his relationship with his coach. They cornered him in the showers, threatened him, and demanded he pay one hundred thousand dollars to each of them that ended up in the AHL while he was playing in the MLH. They claimed they had a compromising photo of him and his coach.
Ch.17 spoilersAs of spring 2015, discussion on other teams revealed Elwes was playing poorly.








  
    Chapter End Notes

    I don't want to add too many details that give away things not mentioned yet or dictate elements I want to leave up to your interpretation, but please let me know if you think there are missing details that would be helpful! Oh, and maybe a fun thing would be for y'all to nominate quote updates if there's one in a recent chapter that deserves to be headlined?


  






  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          Catch luulapants and mockspeed on tumblr 💖

Mock's bibliography - I adjusted some code from Azdaema to make the group chat! Azdaema also did the retro iMessager.
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  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!
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